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ABSTRACT 
Authenticating Sexuality: Sexual Ideology and HIV Science in South Africa 
Kirk Fiereck 
 
This dissertation examines the emergence of queer personhood among black publics and medical 
cultures in South Africa over the past century. Based on more than two years of fieldwork in 
South Africa, it contains both a historical and an ethnographic component. The historical research 
was comprised of archival research and 16 life history interviews exploring how black South 
Africans reference multiple cultural fields of sexual and gender identities to elaborate composite 
formations of sexual subjectivity and personhood. In the ethnographic component, I conducted 
participant-observation and 70 in-depth interviews among various groups, including a number of 
queer, non-governmental organizations and two global health, HIV-focused clinical sites. In these 
settings, I examined how social actors, in the context of community settings and global health and 




Contents   
Acknowledgments ii  
Chapter One – Introduction: Disorienting Sexuality 1  
- Between the Constitution and the Customary 8 
- Juxtaposing Personhood and Sexual Ideology 11 
- Urban South Africa and the HIV and AIDS Industry 17 
- Field Topographies and Methodologies 20 
- On Ideology 32 
- Reinterpreting Gender and Sexuality in South Africa 40 
Chapter Two – Rethinking Sexuality: Race, Ethnicity and Gendered Homoerotic Desire in 
Historical Perspective 44  
- Key Concepts 47 
- The 1907 Enquiry into Unnatural Vice 56 
- Reinterpreting the 1907 Enquiry 59 
- The Normativity of Gendered Homosocial Marriages  69 
- On Historical Ontology and Pragmatic Personhood 75 
- Customary Gendered Relations in Life History Narratives 81 
Chapter Three – Authenticating (Homo)Sexuality: Ethno-Sexual Politics and Cultural 
Authenticity in South Africa 91 
- Case Study: Ethno-Sexual Ideologies as Political Spectacle  93 
- Dressing the Part(s) 100 
- Composite Sexual Subjectivities at the Margins of Sexual Ideologies 113 
- Case Study: Rearticulating Xhosa Sexual and Gendered Personhood 120 
- Self-Fashioning through Xhosa Initiation 127 
- Dangers of “Disclosure” 132 
Chapter Four – Inhabiting Ideologies: Composite Sexual Subjectivities and Juxtaposed 
Personhood 138 
- Suppressed Presence of Customary Gender Relations 140 
- Anatomy of a Protest, or How to Inhabit Multiple Ideologies 154  
- Queer Subjectivities, Queering Subjectivity  166  
- Comported Vernaculars: “Actions Speak Louder Than Words” 173 
- Sexual Ontopolitics 177 
- Rethinking Sexual Subjectivity by Reading through Sexual Ideology 180 
Chapter Five – Techno-Sexuality and Expertise: The Emergence of the MSM and WSW 
Categories in South Africa 186 
- Colonizing Categories 186 
- Dueling Discourses: Between and Beyond LGBTQ NGO and Health NGO Discourses 200 
- Experts and Lay Publics 208 
- Images of the Intimate 211 
- Structures of Looking and the Stereotype 223 
Chapter Six – Cultural Conundrums, Or the (Bio)Materiality of Sexual Ideology 225 
- The Context of PrEP 228 
- Epidemiological Knowledge Production as an Ethical Concern 232 
- Epidemiology’s Disunity 236 
- Making Up MSM in South Africa 247  
- Deconstructing MSM 250  
- The Ethics of PrEP in South Africa 253 





The gifts and debts that I have incurred throughout my graduate study at Columbia, 
during my time in the field, and throughout the writing of this text are perhaps to many to be 
able to acknowledge them adequately. As solitary as the process of designing, carrying out 
and writing a dissertation might seem, it is undeniable that innumerable others have 
contributed to this dissertation. I would like to briefly acknowledge some of these personal 
and intellectual debts in the hopes of acknowledging the contributions to this piece of writing 
that, while the mistakes and inadequacies are entirely my own, have nonetheless benefitted 
from the generosity of mind, character and spirit of innumerable others.  
These relationships have shaped who I am as a person, young scholar, partner, son, 
brother and friend. First and foremost I want to thank my family, and particularly my parents, 
John and Lee Ann. Although they were never quite sure of what exactly it was that I was 
working so hard on the past eight years, they nonetheless supported me steadfastly, through 
thick and thin, to complete this “paper” (their term). Likewise, I also thank my two partners 
(in crime and other more upstanding pursuits) on both sides of the Atlantic: Shaun and Miro. 
Both of them were critical to helping me to push through the difficult times during 
coursework, fieldwork and the writing up stages of the dissertation. To both of them, I am 
eternally grateful and hope that I can somehow show them how much their sacrifices and 
support has meant to me.  
Intellectually, I have been privileged to have been influenced and directed by some of 
the best academic scholars and a number of institutions. At Columbia, I thank all of my 
dissertation committee members, in particular my sponsor, Richard Parker and my chair, 
Lesley Sharp. Their contributions to my intellectual development cannot be summarized in 
writing, but without them I would have been lost in the field. The innumerable milestones 
they helped me to achieve in the doctoral program are too many to list. Needless to say, 
without them my field research and this dissertation would not have been possible. Other 
 iii"
members of the committee left numerous indelible marks on my development as a scholar. I 
have benefited greatly from rigorous training I received from Carole Vance and the critical 
thinking she instills in every student she teaches. Mamadou Diouf taught me how to be an 
infinitely generous and thoughtful scholar. Although he may not know it, he stepped in at a 
number of junctures in my conceptualization of this project. He has affected its scope and 
direction in ways that have been critically important to my understanding of this subject. In 
courses I have taken with Nadia Abu El-Haj, she helped me to think theoretically about a vast 
range of issues that have become central to the analyses presented here. Other eminent 
scholars at Columbia University also shaped my intellectual and personal outlook in ways 
that continue to influence my work. These individuals include Kim Hopper, Karolynn Siegel, 
Helen-Maria Lekas, Peter Messeri, Jennifer Hirsch, Hlonipha Mokoena, Rosalind Morris and 
Beth Povinelli.  
 In South Africa, I must thank fellow scholars at the University of the Witwatersrand 
(Wits) who graciously invited me to be part of their scholarly community in the Department 
of Anthropology during my field research. Interactions with these scholars helped me when I 
felt directionless during my forays into what is the complex urban cacophony otherwise 
known as Johannesburg. These individuals include Hylton White, Nolwazi Mkhwanazi, 
Robert Thornton, and Julia Hornberger. Although not at Wits, a number of South African 
public intellectuals were centrally involved in helping me to conceptualize and understand 
the complexity of the field in which I was immersed for more than two years of my life. I 
owe great debts to Zethu Matabeni, Graeme Reid, Mark Gevisser, Edwin Cameron, Vasu 
Reddy, James MacIntyre, John Imrie, Helen Struthers, Pierre Brouard, Pierre de Vos, and 
Juan Nel. I would also like to thanks and acknowledge a number of close friends who made 
helped me make Johannesburg and sometimes Cape Town a home, rather than just a field 
site. A big hug and thank to each of them: William Ndatila, Akua Koranteng, Daniel 
Mokahlane, Zola Ncapayi, Mpho Sekwele, and Gift Mazibuko.    
 iv"
 To the many LGBT and queer activists who work tirelessly to address the context of 
violence, vulnerability and insecurity that gay, lesbian, queer and gender non/conforming 
South African face on a daily basis, I dedicate this dissertation to them.   
"
 1 
 CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION: DISORIENTING SEXUALITY 
 
One of the most unexpected instances of what I refer to in this dissertation as 
authenticating sexuality occurred towards the end of my field research. In August 2012, on one 
of my last follow-up field visits to Johannesburg,1 I was asked by a colleague in the Department 
of Anthropology at a local university to give a guest lecture in a course she was teaching on the 
“Anthropology of Gender in South Africa.” Prior to the seminar, we had decided that I would 
discuss the topic of the invention of heterosexuality in lieu of the perennial media attention and 
public debates circulating in South Africa that cast homosexuality as “un-African.” In 
preparation for the seminar, we assigned Jonathan Ned Katz’s text on the topic of inventing 
heterosexuality (Katz 1990), and watched the hour-long BBC World Debate “Is Homosexuality 
Un-African?” in class (see chapter 3 for an in-depth analysis of this media spectacle, which was 
also part of my field research). The basic premise of the seminar was to have students critically 
discuss the rhetorical question posed by the BBC Debate. I also was curious to find out what the 
debate meant for them in light of Katz’s analysis that homo- and heterosexuality historically 
emerged as a way to describe sexual praxis in Euro-America during the end of the nineteenth and 
beginning of the twentieth century. While these concepts emerge geographically in the North, 
others have argued that their genealogies are in no way limited to sociopolitical processes within 
Euro-America and are intimately woven within imperial and colonial forms of globalization 
(Hoad 2000; Massad 2007; Stoler 1995). As such, concepts of sexuality are inextricable from 
ideas about racial hierarchy, the primitive and the modern, culture, civilization, and social 
Darwinism that were developed through European colonization.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 My initial field research lasted two years, from January 2010 – December 2011. Since 
then, I have spent roughly an additional year in urban South African locales conducting research 
on the topics addressed in this dissertation. 
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Despite the seminar’s focus on the sociocultural constitution of gender relations and 
sexuality, the students in the course redirected most of their discussion and questions to debating 
whether homosexuality had a biological, and specifically genetic, basis. It is also worth pointing 
out that the students contributing to the discussion were white and Asian, while the black 
students in the course remained mostly silent during most of the discussion despite my attempts 
to elicit their viewpoints. I tried to refocus discussion towards the cultural and political aspects of 
the BBC Debate that were being forwarded by both traditional leaders and lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) NGOs and individuals. Despite the sociopolitical focus of the 
debates’ protagonists, the students contributing to the discussion continually returned to the 
question of the genetic basis of homosexuality. Their comments and questioning worked to 
consolidate a desire to ground sexual orientation and identity in a natural, biological essence 
rather than a social or cultural process. From the way in which the class discussion had 
developed, the white students in the course felt a biological argument would be the only effective 
way to counter traditional leaders’ claims in the BBC Debate that homosexuality was un-African. 
Such claims were couched in an idiom of ethnic essentialism. The black students, while raising 
questions about the role of religion in the debate, did not take issue with the general conceit of 
the other students’ interest in arguing for the biological and genetic basis of sexual identity. That 
the seminar was about the historical and cultural contingency of the concepts of heterosexuality 
and homosexuality did not seem to offer them social explanations and arguments for the 
existence of homosexuality in contemporary African cultures. Instead, they felt it necessary to 
authenticate homosexuality in a genetic idiom; in the cold hard facts of bioscience. They general 
consensus: what could be more authentic than biology? 
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I had, perhaps naively, hoped to encourage them to question the muted cultural conceit 
undergirding the traditional leaders’ arguments. If homosexuality was un-African, and both 
homo- and heterosexuality were historically contingent and invented elsewhere, then, by these 
leaders’ logic, one would also have to concede that heterosexuality is also un-African. In 
presenting this argument to the class, students considered its novelty, but nonetheless reverted to 
arguing for the need to determine a genetic basis for social difference. They felt this approach 
would more effectively counter the arguments of traditional leaders. It was interesting to me that 
in an anthropology of gender course students would find a genetic argument for authenticating 
sexuality more compelling than a cultural or historical one to counter the leaders’ claims that 
homosexuality was un-African. It seemed not sufficient that many Africans visibly and popularly 
self-identified as LGBTQ persons. Throughout this dissertation, I will argue that the dynamics I 
observed in this university classroom setting are paradigmatic of the reconfigurations of the 
political, biological, and the cultural (and specifically, the customary) that are occurring 
throughout post-apartheid society. I am particularly interested in how these reconfigurations are 
occurring with regard to the politics of sexuality and gender with a particular focus on same-sex 
sexual practices and identities and experiences of gender nonconformity among primarily black 
South Africans. 
 In this country the specter of HIV and AIDS is a quotidian biopolitical and historical 
reality (Comaroff 2007; Fassin 2007). As such, it is a prism through which any analysis of the 
politics of sexuality must necessarily be refracted. This biopolitical prism has also refracted 
entanglements of the cultural and the customary in the form of debates over the widespread 
provision of HIV antiretroviral medications to those who desperately need these life-saving 
medications in South Africa. During the Thabo Mbeki presidency, one of the most polarizing and 
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spectacular of these debates pitted biomedical expertise against arcane forms of “traditional” 
African ethnomedicine. One can hardly forget the olive oil, lemon, beetroot, and African potato 
“treatments” for HIV infection recommended by then Health Minister Manto Tshabalala-
Msimang. Given this recent historical context, the students’ desire to ground homosexuality in 
genetic, which is to say a biomedical, truth indicates how the politics of (homo)sexuality in 
present-day South Africa are couched within a preexisting biopolitical relations. The students’ 
statements also reflect how traditional leaders have been able to enact a monopoly on 
interpretations of “culture” which indexes conservative interpretations of customary law and 
practices in contemporary South African “ethnoscapes” (Appadauri 1996). Cultural monopolies 
like these have had an increasing, yet unacknowledged, significance for how LGBTQ sexualities 
are constituted and articulated within an ethnic register.  
The market domination that traditional leaders have over customary values is an 
important resource that South Africans use to actively construct what “traditional” African 
culture is and is not in contemporary discourses about cultural authenticity. In such a setting, it 
would seem that the most effective rhetorical argument for these students emerges in the 
supposed objectivity of genetic reasoning. The genetic basis of sexual desire was seen by these 
students as the only feasible argument to counter the power and hegemony of traditionalist 
arguments about the inauthenticity of homosexuality in the realm of the customary and their 
version of “authentic African tradition.” It would seem, then, that the search for sexual origins in 
South Africa are mirroring the politics of epistemology found in the genetic reinscription of race 
studied by other anthropologists (Abu El-Haj 2012). 
In order to understand the interactions and arguments that I observed in this class this 
dissertation will examine the sociocultural and historical dynamics that have shaped sexual 
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subjectivity and personhood in South Africa. Specifically, I will trace how these have changed 
during the twentieth century among black populations and groups. As this opening ethnographic 
vignette demonstrates, I will argue that questions surrounding LGBTQ sexualities and gender 
nonconformity in contemporary South Africa have not focused primarily on the normativity or 
pathology of these subjectivities, although these discourses are also present. Rather, they are 
increasingly determined by arguments regarding the cultural authenticity of these public social 
identities and that their publicity has, as others have argued (Hoad 1999), entailed a backlash of 
sorts from traditional leaders. Despite the large social science literature that has demonstrated 
that gender and sexuality are culturally and historically contingent experiences and social 
relations, a brute empiricism has increasingly come to dominate discussions of the authenticity of 
homosexuality in South Africa. This opening vignette shows how a group of South African 
university students desire to locate the authenticity of homosexuality in a biological essence. For 
them, it would seem that this is the most convincing and accessible counterargument to claims of 
the cultural inauthenticity of homosexuality by African traditionalists. 
When using the term “traditionalists” I am referring to individuals who take a culturally 
conservative view when constructing a particular version of cultural heritage and its codification 
in customary law in the context of South African jurisprudence. In this study, such conservative 
views typically reify aspects of ethnic cultures around issues of sexual rights and homosexuality, 
and marginalize or stigmatize public forms same-sex practice and identity. When referencing 
these cultural canons, more often than not, the customary laws that South African traditionalists 
draw upon in contemporary contexts regarding sexual practices are based on customary legal 
codes that colonial commissioners, not indigenous authorities themselves, developed and 
inserted into colonial legal regimes. Thus, this dissertation explores the sexual dimension of the 
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“dual despotisms” of colonial power that have thus far been unaccounted for in accounts of post-
apartheid political culture (Mamdani 1996).  For instance, Kevan Botha and Edwin Cameron 
draw upon colonial reports during the last quarter of the nineteenth century where the a Basotho 
Chief named Moshesh testified that ‘unnatural crimes’ (which included same-sex sodomy) were 
practiced, but rarely so, among the Basotho (Botha and Cameron 1997:13). Although Moshesh 
stated that there were no punishments for this type of conduct in customary law at the time, the 
commissioners took it upon themselves to insert laws and punishments for “unnatural crimes,” 
such as sodomy where none had yet existed.  
This brief example suggests that what passes for ‘tradition’ in contemporary South Africa 
is not based on any timeless ethnic essence. Rather, similar to Jospeh Massad’s description of 
discourses of tradition and heritage in the context of the Arab world (Massad 2007), cultural 
heritage in contemporary South Africa emerges as an object of knowledge and value production 
for elite social actors in debates surrounding the authenticity of homosexuality in African 
cultures. These elites, such as the traditional leaders in the BBC Debate, use their constructed 
knowledge of African heritage in order to make claims to the inclusion or exclusion of various 
groups, such as LGBTQ South Africans. In response, LGBTQ South Africans also have called 
upon their version of “African tradition” in order to authenticate their LGBTQ identities in the 
eyes of conservative African traditionalists (Morgan and Reid 2003; Morgan and Wieringa 2005; 
Nkabinde and Morgan 2006). In this way, many South African LGBTQ activists have become 
elite social actors themselves due to their access to the circulatory global networks of Massad’s 
“Gay International” (Massad 2002). During an interview with a director of a pan-African gay 
men’s health NGO director in Johannesburg, he described transnational LGBT proselytizers in 
the African context using the idiom of the mafia, referring to Massad’s Gay International as “the 
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family.”2 He only somewhat jokingly meant to indicate a vexed affinity of these organizations 
with the style and comportment reminiscent of international mafia rings. 
Paradoxically both LGBTQ activists and conservative traditional leaders have suppressed 
other experiences of customary gender relations through discourses of heritage and tradition. 
During my field research, many South Africans I met constitute gender and sexual identities by 
referencing suppressed discourses of customary gender relations in the register of the customary. 
They then juxtapose these customary aspects of gendered personhood with discourses of liberal 
sexuality and aspects of sexual personhood. I refer to these sets of juxtaposing practices 
throughout this dissertation as ethno-sexuality. For example, in chapter 3, I analyze the situation 
where black self-identified gay Xhosa male informants, who live in the townships of Cape Town, 
describe the types of gender relations in Xhosa society that render them as women, despite their 
desire to be seen as gay men. In their narratives, these men reference the legal apparatus of the 
constitution as a way to culturally consolidate their gay sexualities while simultaneously 
renegotiating customary Xhosa gender relations and practices by taking part in male 
circumcision initiation rituals. One of their primary motivations for taking part in initiation 
rituals is to prove to their communities that they can be gay and be men (not women) through the 
material practices involved with male circumcision. This interaction demonstrates how different 
rhetorics of the body are juxtaposed through at least two different forms of personhood within 
the same individual. One form is a liberal form of subjectivity readily recognized by and seeking 
recognition from constitutional law. The other form is a mode of subjectivity that seeks 
recognition from forms of customary authority, but that also challenges the conservative 
monopoly this authority enacts over culturally legible meanings of the customary.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Interview, pan-African gay and bisexual men’s NGO, November 2011, Johannesburg, 
South Africa 
 8 
This example demonstrates how each form of personhood in these composite 
subjectivities have distributions of visibility.3 As I will explore in detail in chapter 4, liberal 
forms of sexual subjectivity and belonging (i.e., LGBTQ identities and organizations) in this 
context more readily lend themselves to recognition in the sphere of labor and economic value 
production, particularly within what field informants refer to as the “LGBT Sector.” On the other 
hand, the suppressed presences of customary forms of gender identity within these composite 
subjectivities tend not to be recognized in the world of sexual rights work. Distributions of 
recognition and visibility like these demonstrate the dynamic interrelationship of symbolic and 
material processes in constituting the political economy of sexual personhood that I will explore 
throughout this dissertation.  
Between the Constitution and the Customary 
By focusing this dissertation on accounts of composite subjectivities and their 
distributions of visibility, I am situating this account of sexual politics in South Africa in a 
tenuous, unstable space. Such a space is characterized by the perhaps irresolvable tension 
between the liberal South African Constitution and the monopoly of meaning that has been 
enacted around notions of the customary and African tradition by traditional leaders. In this way 
the current study departs from existing gender and sexuality scholarship in and about South 
Africa in that it stakes a claim to the customary that is not circumscribed by either liberal or 
conservative ethnic political camps.4 I read this scholarship through the prism of anthropological 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 I am indebted to my colleague Zolani Ngwane for the idea of composite subjectivity. It 
was he who suggested the notion in his own work on the customary in relation to Xhosa gender 
relations, body rhetorics, and sexual politics. 
4 Existing scholarship on LGBTQ politics and gender nonconformity in South Africa 
tends to focus analysis on gender and sexual identities that are legible within a liberal framing of 
the self, body, and personhood. In some analyses, authors indicate that the liberal field has 
become entwined with preexisting gender relations, sometimes referred to as traditional-
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analyses examining the politics and ideology of ethnicity that have figured predominantly in 
political anthropological inquiries in South Africa (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991; Comaroff and 
Comaroff 2009; Mamdani 1996; White 2012). On the other hand, these same political-
anthropological analyses have not yet submitted the ethnic ideologies they describe to a queer 
anthropological perspective. The arguments assembled here resonate most with Hylton White’s 
study of the “post-Fordist ethnicity” he describes in rural Kwa-Zulu Natal (White 2012). Similar 
to how he argues that the affective attachments to ethnic identity cannot be understood as 
singular or overdetermined by national ethnic politics, I also argue that informants’ narratives 
articulate ethno-sexualities that cannot be reduced to the reified ethnic essences of conservative 
traditional leaders. Ethnic experience in post-apartheid South Africa is much more complex than 
that as an exploration of discourses of cultural authenticity about (homo)sexuality will 
demonstrate in later chapters (see chapter 3). Instead of a consolidated ethnic identity that 
attempts to accrue and circulate political power to existing elites, the LGBTQ and gender 
nonconforming South Africans I spent time with destabilize these processes, and either 
consciously or not, serve to redistribute the power to enact meanings and produce cultural value 
at the intersection of ethnicity and sexuality among non-elite social actors in everyday contexts. 
Existing scholarship in queer anthropology and the anthropology of sex and gender has 
thus far focused primarily on the relation of sexuality and race or nation without exploring how 
multi-ethnic dynamics influence the constitution of sexual subjectivity, particularly among 
gender nonconforming and queer-identified groups (Allen 2011; Boellstorff 2004; Boellstorff 
2005; Chauncey 1994b; Kulick 1998; Morgensen 2011; Morris 1994; Parker 2009; Reid 2013; 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
nationalist, however, no in-depth analysis of the vast range of ethnic cultural fields of gender and 
sexual meaning and identities that give rise to and undermine these traditional-nationalisms has 
been undertaken (Currier 2012b; Hoad 2007; Hoad 2011; Hoad, et al. 2005; Morgan, et al. 2009; 
Morgan and Wieringa 2005; Munro 2012; Reid 2013; Swarr 2012).  
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Wilson 2004). Each of these studies have offered valuable analyses of how either ethnicity, race, 
or nation have been critical categories of analysis in understanding gender and sexuality in this 
most recent stage of globalization. However, none of these studies examine how ethnicity and 
race work in tandem to condition the possibilities of complex forms of sexual personhood that 
are made up of composite, juxtaposed sexual subjectivities. This study will examine how these 
two categories of social difference cannot be investigated separately in a study of sexual 
subjectivity in South Africa, and arguably any other society that is made up of multi-racial and 
multi-ethnic groupings. To understand the influence of ethnicity on sexual ideologies, one must 
also demonstrate how ideas about race condition liberal sexual ideologies. In South Africa, the 
deracialization of civil society in the post-apartheid moment disavows ethnic politics in such a 
way that suppresses the presence of ethnic forms of gendered personhood in liberal 
understandings and recognition of sexual subjectivity. 
 The juxtaposition of multiple cultural fields of gender and sexuality have been studied 
and theorized in other contexts. George Chauncey’s now famous account of the emergence of 
homosexuality and gay social identities in the early twentieth century in New York City 
identified such systemic coexistence. In this historiographic account Chauncey describes how 
subject positions of upper class homosexual and increasingly gay-identified men coexisted with 
and were superimposed upon a preexisting sexual ideology that maintained a gender binary of 
“real” men and women, but also included fairies, which were effeminate men (Chauncey 1994b). 
Fairies were considered to be an intermediate sex until psychiatric cultural discourses permeated 
all social classes reclassifying fairies as homosexual men. Rosalind Morris has argued that to 
understand how a Euro-American cultural field of four sexualities relates to a Thai cultural field 
of three sexes in contemporary Thai society, it is helpful to incorporate Eve Kosofsky 
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Sedgwick’s argument about the need to discard the notion of historical rupture that has typically 
accompanied analyses of sexuality (Morris 1994). Sedgwick writes, “issues of 
homo/heterosexual definition are structured, not by the supersession of one model and the 
consequent withering away of another, but instead by the relations enabled by the un-rationalized 
coexistence of different models during the times that they do coexist” (Kosofsky-Sedgwick 2008 
[1990]:47). 
Juxtaposing Personhood and Sexual Ideology 
This dissertation draws from these last three studies in order to build an interpretive 
framework that is able to account for the multiple cultural fields of meaning that social actors 
draw upon to enact the composite forms of sexual subjectivity. It will also combine the insights 
of such sexual historiography and anthropological and queer theory with anthropological theories 
of personhood in African contexts (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001; La Fontaine 1985; Lienhardt 
1985). These more recent studies of personhood in African contexts move far beyond the tired 
antinomies between Euro-American ideologies of individualism and flat conceptualizations of 
African forms of personhood as communalistic or inert experiences of selfhood. Rather, they 
describe forms of personhood that are thoroughly individualistic, yet maintain a different 
relationship between individual, self, and social personhood than a Euro-American individualism 
that maintains an unmediated social and public expression of some inner essence or being. To be 
sure, Euro-American and African forms of personhood are produced through different cultural 
ideologies. These differing ideologies maintain radically different relations between the public 
and private self. Just how they differ will be explored in detail in the chapters that follow.  
To explore these differences I argue for the necessity to revive and explore the use of the 
concept of the sexual ideology that has been used in very early queer anthropology (Rubin 
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1999[1984]) and historiography (Chauncey 1994b). Chauncey and Rubin do not actually draw 
out the implications of this concept in their own work, but they nonetheless use the concept to 
describe the coexistence of multiple hierarchies of sexual values, categories, and identities. In 
Chauncey’s historiography, the form of personhood of the gay man and the fairy is the same – 
both social identities presuppose the unmediated social expression of some inner essence of 
individuality. The same can be said of the types of sexual subjects and their politics examined in 
Rubin’s essay. In the South African context, it is necessary to expand this concept so that we can 
understand not only the coexistence of multiple sexual and gender identities within the same 
subjectivity, but also two forms of personhood as well.  
The dominant sexual ideology in the South African context is a liberal sexual ideology. It 
is articulated through reference to South African constitutional law, which is a form of liberal 
jurisprudence. This jurisprudence is constituted by both tacit and explicit reference to concepts of 
sexual personhood that are rooted historically in scientific cultures. Arnold Davidson (2001) has 
argued that scientific concepts like sexual orientation, sexuality, and perversion emerged in 
Euro-American contexts historically within a psychiatric style of reasoning about anatomical sex 
and gender. Likewise, in the South African context, this emergence has included concepts such 
as sexual orientation as well as gay and lesbian sexual identities that are inscribed within the 
South African Bill of Rights (Cameron 1993; Cameron 2002; de Vos 1996; de Vos 2000).5 
However, these liberal concepts and identities have historically emerged across racial and ethnic 
groups unevenly in ways that I will explore in-depth throughout this study.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Edwin Cameron is currently a Justice of the South African Constitutional Court. Pierre 
de Vos is a South African public intellectual and constitutional legal scholar who is currently the 
Deputy Dean of the Faculty of Law at the University of Cape Town. 
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The other sexual ideologies I examine are linked to South Africa’s many ethnic cultures, 
and I refer to them as ethnic sexual ideologies. Currently, traditional leaders within South 
African civil society dominate the articulation of these ideologies. For instance, nationalist 
politicians articulate these ethnic ideologies within two main registers simultaneously: race and 
ethnic nationalism. Within the post-apartheid constitution dominant norms of ethnic cultures are 
recognized as customary law. In South Africa customary law has a guaranteed status that is 
underwritten by rights to culture in the Bill of Rights. While the liberal sphere of South African 
civil society is supported by constitutional law and is the dominant culture, multiple ethnic 
cultures in South Africa are given coherence and the force of law vis-à-vis customary law. This 
multicultural legal scaffolding is inscribed through provisions in the South African 
Constitution’s Bill of Rights that recognize customary law despite it being, “long associated with 
gender discrimination,” (Bennet 2011).6 Constitutional provisions such as these were intended to 
protect cultural rights, but have enabled colonial-era forms of tribalized ‘Native Authority’ to 
sustain forms of gender discrimination. However, these customary legal norms must be squared 
with other provisions outlined in the South African Bill of Rights. These other provisions include 
non-discrimination based on sex, gender and sexual orientation, thus fundamentally limiting 
rights to culture. The inscription of multiculturalism into the constitution has produced an aporia. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Section 9, also known as the equality clause, of the South African Constitution’s Bill of 
Rights states in subsection 3 that, “The state may not unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly 
against anyone on one or more grounds, including race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, 
ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, 
culture, language and birth.” Sections 30 and 31 explicitly outline a right to, “participate in the 
cultural life” of one’s choosing but curtail this right by stating that individuals and communities 
cannot exercise this right, “in a manner inconsistent with any provision of the Bill of Rights. The 
inclusion of gender, sex, sexual orientation and culture in this list of constitutional protections 
therefore produces ongoing paradoxes when addressing impasses between gender and sexual 
rights and cultural rights. I explore the cultural meanings articulated within a de-racialized South 
African civil society and across multiple ethnic cultures throughout this study. 
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This irresolvable paradox perennially pits customary law and constitutional protections for 
gender and sexual identity against one another precisely at the intersection of gender, sexuality, 
race, ethnicity, and class.  
Mahmood Mamdani has argued that post-independence African political cultures, such as 
post-apartheid South African secular-liberalism, pursued legal reforms that were largely limited 
to the deracialization of civil society (1996: in particular, see pages 18-23). By deracialization, 
Mamdani does not mean that race is not a social force in the new South Africa. Rather, 
deracialization refers to a process of legal reform whereby the legally enforced racism of 
apartheid was dismantled through the letter of the law. Without question, however, post-
apartheid South African society remains thoroughly inscribed by race. However, as I will argue 
ethnic difference is also reinscribed through race in the post-apartheid milieu. For instance, 
Mamdani argues that the form of democratization pursued by post-independence African states 
has not addressed forms of tribal, which is to say ethnic, power that he argues enforced, “custom 
on tribespeople,” (21). While the political culture of post-apartheid South African civil society is 
constituted largely through secular-liberal legal idioms and scientific terminologies, it is also 
thoroughly influenced by discourses of ethnic and cultural difference. Notwithstanding the 
promised future of a non-racial South African society, itself tacitly entwined with a secular-
liberal sexual ideology, actually existing civil society indicates that, “the more civil society was 
deracialized, the more it took on a tribalized form,” (1996: 21). 
I argue in this dissertation that the ethnicization of post-apartheid civil society in South 
Africa has been increasingly influenced by the congealing coherence of ethnic sexual ideologies 
that are currently dominated by conservative traditional leaders. These conservatives suppress 
customary gender relations and forms of gendered personhood that exceed both liberal and 
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conservative ethnic discourses about gender and sexuality. In lieu of the conservatives’ 
influence, the dynamics of ethnicity within sexual politics in South Africa are deemphasized by 
LGBTQ NGOs and have not yet been explored in detail. While race and class have been critical 
concepts mediating the politicization of sexuality in post-apartheid South Africa (Gevisser and 
Cameron 1994; Hoad 2007; Hoad, et al. 2005), the effects of ethnicity remain under theorized. 
Ethnic sexual ideologies are subordinate to the liberal sexual ideology and are typically 
articulated through idioms of traditionalism and are organized along lines of ethnic as well as 
racial difference. In these ideological registers ethnic forms of gendered personhood are 
forwarded as timeless and unchanging, thus maintaining an unbreakable continuity between 
idealized past and present ethnic sexual mores and “traditions.” In this way, conservative South 
African traditionalists have worked to consolidate and dominate ethnic sexual ideologies through 
the production of an aura of cultural authenticity around a fixed, permanent kernel of sexual 
cultural essences. Conservative African traditionalist theorizing of this fundamental substance is 
akin to antiquated anthropological “cultural influence theories,” of sexuality which take this 
kernel to be “a kind of universal Play-Doh,” that lies ever beyond the reach of history and social 
change (Vance 1991: 878).  
In contemporary South Africa the articulation of this essence has become a way for many 
South Africans to reinscribe race and ethnicity within a de-racialized civil society. For instance 
Mark Gevisser demonstrates the relation between homosexuality and what he refers to as black 
nationalist sentiment in South Africa: 
As gay township activity has become politicized, a backlash of sorts has emerged from 
the black nationalist tendency within the liberation movements, claiming, in the words of 
a much-quoted banner outside of Winnie Mandela’s kidnapping and assault trial in 1991, 
that ‘Homosex Is Not In Black Culture’ and that it is a decadent white contamination of 
black society. (Gevisser 1994:69)  
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He notes that during the trial Mandela’s defense was largely supported by the idea that 
homosexuality emerged in black society as a result of, “inhuman labor systems, perverse priests, 
and white gay activists looking to expand their constituency and the validity of their cause,” (69).  
Here black ethnic sexual ideologies are grouped together through racial discourse, thus 
differentiating African from European sexual substance. These discourses implicitly maintain 
that there is a natural difference in sexual substance that is mediated by race and directly 
contradicts black consciousness thinking and social action that racial inequality is a social rather 
biological phenomenon. Thus a paradox is found in black, nationalist discourse that exposes 
aspects of its conservatism within the idiom of sexuality and a dubious conceptualization of the 
history of gender and sexuality.  
Another example of the how South Africans articulate this ahistorical sexual essence 
occurred in 2006. The then African National Congress (ANC) Deputy President Jacob Zuma 
articulated this natural kernel in the register of ethnic difference. He did so during his infamous 
rape trial, prior to his being elected president. In his trial testimony, he had used a reified notion 
of Zulu cultural tradition as part of his defense strategy. For example, he stated that it would be 
“against” Zulu culture to leave a woman aroused and therefore was obliged to have sex with her. 
Thus, so his argument went, his actions could not be considered as rape since Zulu cultural 
norms did not define his practices in that way. For two accounts of the rape trial and the politics 
of culture and contests over African tradition that were articulated through mass public protests 
in South Africa, see texts by Steven Robins (2006b), and, in particular, Nolwazi Mkhwanazi 
(2008). In these examples, South African leaders have articulated sexual ideologies through a 
conservative traditionalist and heteronormative framing of the history of gender relations along 
racial and ethnic lines. These statements render gender and sexuality as ahistorical, permanent 
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and fixed essences. Articulated in this fashion, such conservative traditionalist discourses work 
to efface the existence and significance of same-sex practices and gender nonconformity within 
ethnic sexual ideologies that individuals in everyday contexts regularly experience. 
Urban South Africa and the HIV and AIDS Industry 
 
In order to examine how black South Africans use liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies to 
constitute composite sexual subjectivities and the material aspects of these ideologies it will be 
necessary to examine how global health and HIV science produces knowledge about gender and 
sexuality. This particular ethnographic study examines the interactions of these sexual ideologies 
with the HIV and AIDS industry within the context of urban South African cities. These cities 
are highly cosmopolitan and multicultural contexts and have been so for some time, drawing 
migrants and immigrants from across Africa and the rest of the world (Copeland 2008; Nuttall 
and Mbembe 2008). The analyses offered here therefore offer insight into other urban 
cosmopolitan contexts that serve as intense nodes of global cultural flows that, if they have not 
yet, will soon be grappling with similar sets of problems given the unresolved, and perhaps 
unresolvable, issues of multiculturalism. Anthropologists have shown that such issues are a 
problematic feature of liberal societies globally (Comaroff and Comaroff 2011; Morgensen 
2011; Povinelli 2002). The focus on urban contexts in South Africa will contribute to ongoing 
comparative analyses of the tensions between liberal polities and the reemergence of ethnic 
politics globally.   
This dissertation also examines how sexual ideologies cohere within global health and 
HIV science, particularly around emergent HIV prevention technologies such as preexposure 
prophylaxis (see chapter 6). This work contributes to ongoing work in medical anthropology 
regarding the ethics of global health and biomedicine. A number of scholars have published 
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exemplary work examining the politics of evidence production in the sciences (Abu El-Haj 2012; 
Chandler, et al. 1994), and very recently in global health (Adams 2013; Biehl and Petryna 2013; 
Brada 2011; Feierman, et al. 2010; IJsselmuiden, et al. 2010; Rosengarten and Michael 2009a; 
Rosengarten and Michael 2009b; Stewart, et al. 2010). Scholars have also studied the relation 
between symbolic and structural violence (Farmer 1996; Farmer 2004; Galtung 1969; Galtung 
1990; Kleinman 2000; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2003). However, these projects do not yet 
fully explore questions regarding the ethics of global health evidence and knowledge production 
and how symbolic and structural violence are embedded within these practices and discourses 
themselves. 
It is also important to note that many South Africans who acknowledge the legitimacy of 
conservative traditionalist interpretations of customary law would locate the authority of this law 
geopolitically in rural areas of the country (see Figure 1 for a present day provincial map of 
South Africa and Figure 2 for an apartheid era map of traditionally black homelands). This 
geographical indexing is part of the processes of the historical constitution and reincorporation of 
political areas established as black African homelands across rural South Africa during apartheid 
into post-apartheid civil society, which is dominated by urban interests.7 These areas served as 
geographical indexes of the co-existence of constitutional law and conservative interpretations of 
customary law, which make up the dual despotisms of Mamdani’s analysis. This relationship 
also explains the relation between the dominance of the liberal sexual ideology over ethnic 
sexual ideologies. The apartheid-era political and legal geography sustains itself, roughly, as a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Effectively, homelands were instituted as part of the apartheid policy of separate 
development. Homelands were regularly referred to as “Bantustans” in derogatory and racist 
discourse and were state-like, ethnicized political entities that were nonetheless integrated within 
the racialized government of the Republic of South Africa. In other words, they served as the 
territorial component of the dual system of colonial legal authority. 
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form of ideological geography of cultural intelligibility in contemporary South Africa.8 The 
geographic areas where most South Africans would locate the actual, effective jurisdiction of 
customary law are within the areas filled in by color in the map in Figure 2.9   
Figure 1. Contemporary Provincial Map of South Africa. 
 
Although the legitimacy of customary law is contested within the context of the 1996 
South African constitutional protections based on gender and sexual orientation, many South 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 In chapter 4 I explore how contemporary South African political leaders draw upon this 
persistent cultural geography in order to produce political and economic ideologies. I argue this 
constitutes a set of ethnicized ontological politics that have been largely overlooked in 
contemporary political discourse on gender and sexuality in South Africa. 
9 I say ‘actual, effective jurisdiction’ here since the status of customary law remains a 
contested issue in South Africa. For a theoretically and ethnographically rich study of the how 
customary law works in an ideological mode as opposed to the complex cultural field in which 
this order is disputed among the Tswana peoples of South Africa, see John L. Comaroff and 
Simon Robert’s work (1986), particularly the second chapter. 
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Africans recognize and maintain the sovereignty of traditional leaders and their interpretations of 
customary law. This contest over the legitimacy of customary laws that conflict with rights 
secured in the South African Bill of Rights is an ongoing and unfolding process.  
Figure 2. 1986 Map of South African Black Homelands. 
 
What is at stake in these contestations is the ambiguous and conflicting language in the 
constitution regarding how to address its recognition of legal and cultural pluralism. This 
pluralism consists of multiple layers of law in contemporary South Africa, including customary, 
common and constitutional legal regimes. These regimes do not always complement one another 
and their codes frequently contradict on another, particularly around issues of cultural and sexual 
rights. One of the primary issues regarding the conflict between customary and constitutional law 
during the post-apartheid period has been around how this conflict addresses the issue of equality 
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based on gender and sexual orientation, which are stipulated in the constitution, but conflict with 
present interpretations of customary law regarding gender and sexuality by traditional leaders. 
Field Topographies and Methodologies 
This study has employed a broadly ethnographic methodology including a historical 
anthropology component and consisted of more than 30 months of ethnographic field research. 
The methodology contains both a historical and an ethnographic component. The historical 
research was comprised of archival research and 16 life history interviews exploring how black 
South Africans reference multiple cultural fields of sexual and gender identities to elaborate 
composite formations of sexual subjectivity and personhood. In the ethnographic component, I 
conducted participant-observation and 70 in-depth interviews among various groups, including a 
number of queer, non-governmental organizations and two global health, HIV-focused clinical 
sites. As a white gay male, it was difficult to access black lesbian NGOs and social spaces at 
times. However, I made every effort possible to include as many perspectives of LB women and 
trans men as possible. For the first year of my field research, I repeatedly tried to work with and 
volunteer among black lesbian and trans-focused organizations in Johannesburg. However, as a 
fellow South African colleague and sister field researcher put it, “there’s been so many foreign, 
white researchers that have exploited black lesbian groups in South Africa, I would be surprised 
if you will be able to make much progress in that part of your study.”10 Other feminist and 
lesbian activists relayed to me during in-depth field interviews that the history of white, gay male 
dominance over the type of research being done in the “LGBT sector” has been overwhelming 
and there has been a marked reluctance by many feminist and black lesbian groups to collaborate 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Field notes 2010. 
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with male researchers, particularly white researchers.11 While I remained committed to equally 
representing the narratives and experiences of individuals who were female-born in this study, 
due to the politics and history of LGBTQ activism and research in South Africa, I unfortunately 
was unable to maintain parity between male- and female-born groups in this study. As such, one 
of the study’s main limitations is that is suffers from an overrepresentation of male-born and 
gender nonconforming experiences of gender and sexuality among black South Africans during 
the twentieth century up until the present day. However, future studies might hopefully be able to 
redress this imbalance and the findings of this study would be undeniably better informed as a 
result. 
In the archives I consulted,12 and particularly in the life histories provided by individuals, 
I explored how various individuals and groups related to either liberal or ethnic categories of 
sexual and gendered personhood. Archival data collected during the early-mid-twentieth century 
was, to some degree, limited by the fact that the inscriptions in colonial archival accounts of 
homosociality and homosexual desire were recorded within the idiom of psychiatric sexual 
categories. Much of the archival material is structured and ordered by colonial institutions, their 
anxieties, procedures of knowledge and truth production, rules, regulations and enforcements 
(Foucault 1990 [1978]; Foucault 1990 [1985]-b; Stoler 2002; Stoler 2008). However, an 
interesting paradox arose in consulting archival material as part of this study. During the early 
twentieth century, psychiatric categories, including the homosexual and heterosexual binary, the 
concept and term ‘sexuality,’ itself, and this “style of reasoning” (Davidson 2001), about sexual 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Interview with feminist NGO worker, February 2011, Johannesburg, South Africa. 
12 I consulted the following archives as part of the historical component of this study: 1) 
The National Archives located in Pretoria, South Africa; 2) Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action 
(GALA) located at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa; 3) 
Historical Papers archive at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa.  
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matters, were yet to be consolidated in Western Europe and North America (Chauncey 1994b; 
Davidson 1996; Katz 2007 [1995]). As a result, I was able to cull these archival resources and 
identify ethnic and customary meanings regarding sex and gender as well as how socially 
relevant categories were constituted by black South Africans and how these compared to 
colonialists’ and missionaries’ conceptualizations. 
In my examination of select archival material (which will be primarily analyzed in 
chapter 2), psychiatric concepts had not been circulating in South Africa at this time. Notably, 
the terms “sexuality,” “homosexual,” or “heterosexual” do not appear in the 1907 Enquiry into 
Unnatural Vice on the Witwatersrand Mines, which was one of the first and most referenced 
inscriptions of gendered homosexual practices in the colonial archive. Paradoxically, however, 
some available sexual historiography focused on describing the socio-sexual and gender relations 
in the region during this time describes these relations using the very psychiatric concepts and 
categories that did not seem to exist in any meaningful way within the social worlds chronicled 
in the archive (Achmat 1993; Epprecht 2001; Epprecht 2008; Epprecht 2009). In chapter 2 I 
historicize these scholarly works and reinterpret them according the an original analysis of the 
historical data collected in the three archives and through the examination of two representative 
life histories. 
As part of the ethnographic component, I investigated how LGBTQ sexualities and 
gender nonconformity are mediated by race, ethnicity and class as well as medical cultures. This 
included research in community contexts; among a number of queer non-governmental 
organizations; and two global health HIV-focused clinical sites. The community contexts where I 
worked were limited to urban township areas outside of Johannesburg and Cape Town. The 
sexuality-focused NGOs I worked with represented a range of queer groups including gay-, 
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lesbian-, bisexual- and transgender-identified persons. The clinics exclusively work with “men 
who have sex with men” (MSM) to provide sexual health and HIV and AIDS programming and 
interventions. One clinic site located in Cape Town is an action-research organization running 
global HIV clinical trials. The other site, located in the Soweto townships outside Johannesburg, 
is an “MSM clinic” that provides sexual health services to underserved MSM populations.  
I conducted participant-observation and in-depth interviews in community settings and at 
two clinical sties. I also conducted participant-observations at a number of national and 
international HIV science conferences on the topics of same-sex sexuality, MSM, WSW and 
HIV and AIDS. These clinic sites exclusively worked with men who have sex with men (MSM), 
and specifically with regard to sexual health and HIV and AIDS; one clinic site was located in 
Cape Town, and the other was located in Soweto, Johannesburg. All ethnographic observations 
and interviews were primarily conducted and collected among black sexual and gender non-
conforming individuals and groups. Participant-observation also included observations at clinical 
sites and at clinic meetings with communities. These meetings consisted of individuals from 
various race and class groups, including researchers and experts as well as sexual and gender 
non-normative people in various community contexts. Clinical participant-observations included 
observing the daily operations of clinic staff and their public interactions with patients in 
commons areas of the clinic and at community meetings. The clinical site in Cape Town defines 
itself as an ‘action-research’ organization and was running one site of a global pre-exposure 
prophylaxis (PrEP) clinical trial to ascertain the efficacy of administering daily antiretroviral 
(ARV) therapy to prevent HIV infection among ostensibly healthy, but “at-risk” individuals.13 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 PrEP is a new pharmaceutical HIV prevention technology. Unlike earlier forms of HIV 
prevention that relied on behavior change and structural approaches to addressing social 
vulnerability to HIV infection, PrEP focuses on providing antiretroviral (ARV) treatment to 
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This site recruited ‘MSM’ because they are at high risk for HIV infection and referenced them as 
an ostensible 'community'. The clinical site in Johannesburg was an “MSM” clinic based in 
Soweto, Johannesburg, which provided sexual health services to underserved populations like 
“MSM” and is the first large-scale program of its kind in South Africa. In-depth and life history 
interviews collected data about how various sexual and gender nonconforming individuals self-
identified and how these identifications changed, according to differing, opposed and dominant 
sexual classificatory systems, as they moved within and between various groups contexts in 
South Africa. These individuals were asked about the various sexual practices the engaged in and 
whether and how these practices were related to the self-understandings and social identities they 
maintain in their relationships with other individuals and groups. The goal was to study the 
relation between sexual practice, sexual and gender identity, and also if these changed based 
upon which sociocultural space or group they were situated within or in relation to at various 
times during their life. 
Additionally, I conducted interviews with individuals who worked at local, national or 
transnational NGOs whose work was focused on sexual health- and/or LGBT-related advocacy 
within and surrounding the Johannesburg, Cape Town, Pretoria and Durban metropolitan areas in 
South Africa. However, the majority of my field work took place in Gauteng Province – which 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
ostensibly ‘healthy-but-high-risk’ individuals and populations in order to prevent them from 
being infected with HIV. In this way, PrEP works similarly to malaria prophylaxis, but in a yet 
under-analyzed way. Instead of relying on geographic cartographies of malaria-prone areas as a 
guide to administering prophylactic treatment, PrEP relies on ethically questionable technologies 
of epidemiological mapping of human populations. PrEP epidemiology uses culturally particular 
and ethnocentric frames of sexual personhood, casting them as universal, in order to map human 
cartographies of HIV risk. Chapter Five presents an ethical analysis of the ongoing scientific, 
which is to say cultural, process of how this HIV prevention intervention will be implemented in 
South Africa. Importantly, the application of such an expensive HIV prevention technology to 
groups and populations that until now were not being construed as needing ARV ‘treatment’ has 
engaged in ethically dubious practices that I will explore further in Chapter Five. 
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encompasses the combined urban areas of both Pretoria and Johannesburg, the most populous 
area in the country – and focused primarily on Johannesburg and its surrounds. I also conducted 
participant-observation at various local, national and regional sexuality and HIV and AIDS 
advocacy and strategy planning meetings run by South African NGOs and research institutes. In 
this way, this study’s scope is limited to exploring, in some respects, socio-sexual life of 
primarily black, urban South Africans. However, rural and urban South African cultures have a 
long history of interconnection and mutual diffusion even though there are stark material and 
cultural differences between what, for many South Africans, are thought of as two vastly unequal 
and different social worlds. In this dynamic, the urban is always figured as encroaching on rural 
cultures and sensibilities. However, as many people know and countless studies have 
demonstrated, black South African groups are extremely mobile populations, and the reasons for 
this have much to do with the nation’s history, including the form of exploitive racial capitalism 
that took root here along with the race-segregated spatialization of the apartheid legal and 
regulatory apparatus.14  
My reading of this dynamic process of cultural diffusion restrains itself from an overly 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 For a social history of the development of the Witwatersrand and the many socio-
sexual implications of this migratory narrative, including some problematic traditional Marxist 
interpretations of the gender politics of this process, see Charles van Onselen’s two-volume tome  
(van Onselen 1982). Accounts of the social and historical processes that drive the HIV epidemic 
in contemporary South Africa highlight the role of the migrant labor system in structuring the 
conditions of vulnerability for HIV in South Africa (Campbell 2003; Elder 2003). This system 
was instituted during the colonial period, continued during apartheid and, to some degree, 
persists into the present day, although the gender and ethnic makeup of the population of migrant 
workers is vastly different. In present contexts, there are increasing numbers of women, 
including lesbians, who make up the mining work force. For close, contextualized, and intimate 
accounts of how these meta-processes played out within black South African migrants’ everyday 
lives see Simon Nkoli’s autobiographical chapter on his coming to know himself as a gay man 
(Nkoli 1993), and Vivienne Ndatshe and Mpande wa Sibuyi’s interviews of black migrant 
miners in one of the very first publications chronicling ‘lesbian and gay writing’ in South Africa 
(Ndatshe 1993; Sibuyi 1993). 
 27 
simplistic moralizing of the encroachment of the urban on the rural. Rather, I attempt to displace 
these master narratives with a nuanced and careful reading that aim to understand the dynamic 
entwined relationship between urban and rural, global and local, and liberal and ethnic 
sensibilities. For instance, many informants were rural-urban migrants; migrants to South Africa 
from other African countries such as Mozambique or Zimbabwe; or, in the case of some 
respondents, urban-rural-urban migrants. While my observations were focused in and among 
urban-dwelling South Africans and other African nationals, the picture of socio-sexual life that 
they have offered me in their accounts is one that perhaps can best be described as contemporary 
examples of African sexual “cosmopolitanism” (Diouf 2002). These vernacular 
cosmopolitanisms disrupt uncritical, unilateral understandings of the globalization of sexual 
identities that have argued that now, more than ever the personal is political (Altman 2001).  
Rather, through a close examination of informants’ narratives and my own observations, I 
will show that despite the politicization of the ‘personal’ that is seemingly compelled by LGBT 
human rights, many of my African informants are only politicizing one aspect of their intimate 
lives. For now, I question understandings of ‘the ‘personal’ that render such a construct as a 
unified or knowable thing, particularly in the context of African forms of personhood, which I 
will explore in detail in the following sections. I will use Diouf’s notion of ‘vernacular 
cosmopolitanisms’ as a way to introduce how ‘local’ notions of gender relations are rendered and 
translated into vastly unequal ‘global’ processes of value production and circulation regarding 
gender and sexuality, as they are experienced in urban South African contexts.  
Participant-observation was conducted across a wide range of community settings, but 
primarily among gender and sexual non-normative individuals and groups. This included both 
LGBTQ- and non-LGBTQ-identified individuals of all race groups. Participant-observations 
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were also conducted among individuals who worked at local, national or transnational NGOs. 
These organizations were primarily focused on health and HIV/AIDS, LGBT, or other sexual 
and gender non-conforming advocacy and/or scientific research. I collected approximately 25 
life history interviews and approximately 50 in-depth interviews from primarily black, and a few 
coloured, sexual and gender non-conforming individuals. These interviews included men, 
women, as well as gender non-conforming individuals and one transgender-identified person. 
The study population also included 30 key informant interviews from individuals who worked at 
local, national or transnational NGOs focusing on health and HIV/AIDS, LGBT, queer, or other 
sexual and gender non-conforming advocacy and/or scientific research. These interviews were 
collected from a wide range of racial and gender groups, including transgender and queer 
activists. This group consisted of South African nationals as well as transnational scientific 
researchers and activists.  
In sum, what emerges through this method of three-tiered sampling, consisting of 
narratives circulating within community contexts and among groups of lay-experts (LGBT and 
queer rights NGOs) and scientific experts (health-focused NGOs) is a rich set of narratives. One 
of the most interesting findings of this study is that while these three spheres of cultural 
production and circulation overlap, integrating themselves in complex ways, they are also, 
curiously disjunct in quite particular ways. This dynamic has as much to do with the racialized 
history of science in South Africa as it has to do with the production of ethnicity in the context of 
South African colonialism.15 Additionally, Brett Bowman (2005) explores the construction of the 
psychological category of the paedophile in South Africa. He demonstrates how race has 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15  For a detailed and ‘critical psychological’ account of the racialized history of 
psychology in South Africa, see the compendium of essays on the field’s development edited by 
van Ommen and Painter (2008). 
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critically mediated the emergence of psychiatric categories of personhood in South Africa, but 
neglects an analysis of ethnic dynamics.  
Taken together, these accounts suggest that the production and circulation of categories 
of gender and sexual identity that emerge from a liberal cultural frame and sexual ideology, have 
had vastly unequal historical sedimentations that are mediated by race and class as well as other 
ethnic cultural categories of gender and sex in South Africa. This variance in historical 
sedimentation therefore suggests the value of developing an anthropological, multi-field 
(multicultural) approach to understanding gender and sexuality that I develop throughout this 
dissertation. Across the community contexts and among diverse groups of informants I outline 
above, I observed how social actors, some of whom are acting in the context of global health and 
development projects, produce, contest, and circulate sexual categories and meanings among 
different kinds of lay, expert and lay expert publics. I explore how these value production and 
circulation practices have created symbolic economies in this national context. In the following 
chapters, I outline how these circulations have created a political economy of sexual personhood. 
This economy operates through the mediation of visibilities, authenticities and legibilities of 
sexuality and gender expression by race and class. Throughout this dissertation, I explore how 
this symbolic economy is differentially distributed among black and medical cultures in South 
Africa and results in material redistributions of health resources. 
Before analyzing the data collected I worked with two research assistants, one from the 
Untied States and the other from South Africa, to transcribe all of the in-depth interviews and life 
histories. Assistants were required in order to manage the large amount of digital recordings that 
I collected. I worked closely with both of them to train them to transcribe the interviews in a 
methodic and reproducible way, maintaining conventions for representing pauses, accents, and 
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idiosyncrasies of indiviudals’ speech styles. A digital recorder was used to collect all interview 
data. I conducted discourse analysis to analyze media reports collected during my field research 
on issues at the intersection of LGBTQ sexualities, sexual rights, and HIV and AIDS. The focus 
of this analysis was to understand how individuals in communities, LGBTQ NGOs and the two 
clinical sites differed in their public understandings and statements regarding LGBTQ sexualities 
and ethnic identities and politics. I culled these sources through consulting media reports, 
including posters, conversations, radio chat shows, pamphlets, television stories, news clippings, 
and internet posts. I did this in order to analyze the everyday language of public media reports, 
public organizational documents and important or significant historical events as they relate to 
various shifts in terminologies and classificatory discourses on gender and sexuality. I coded 
themes that arose from these sources and compared them with the other data collected during the 
study though participant-observation, interviews and life histories. The usefulness of this type of 
approach has been demonstrated in much academic (Lane, et al. 2009; Reddy and Sandfort 2008; 
Reddy, et al. 2009; Sandfort, et al. 2007), and LGBTQ NGO activist literature on sexuality in 
southern Africa (Epprecht 1998; Epprecht 2004; Epprecht 2005; Epprecht 2007; Hoad 1999; 
Hoad 2000; Reid and Walker 2005).  
In addition to this discourse analysis I submitted the following data sets to a iterative 
analysis approach while conducting field research: 1) the transcripts of the in-depth and life 
history interviews; and 2) fieldnotes taken on a semi-daily basis (described below).  
For the first phase of this iterative analysis approach I followed Brewer (Brewer 2000), 
Emerson et al. (Emerson, et al. 1995) and O’Reilly (O’Reilly 2005) who recommend 
ethnographic data analysis begin while collecting data in the field. I iteratively analyzed the data 
set as I it was collected through two processes of coding outlined by Emerson et al. (Emerson, et 
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al. 1995) The first process involved open coding of the field data with regard to themes that 
emerge out of the data collected. This open coding helped me to identify contradictions between 
field informants’ narratives and existing gender and sexuality scholarship about black South 
Africans. For instance, when ideas about gender nonconformity or ethnically-specific categories 
or meanings of sexual or gendered personhood, I would note them with a code. The second 
process of coding consisted of a selective process, whereby I coded the data set with regard to 
pre-determined themes that were present in directly existing literatures. Such codes were related 
to “preexisting gender ideologies,” “the relation between gender and sexuality,” “ gendered sex 
roles, HIV and AIDS, and the structural determinants of health that I was interested in 
investigating. Codes were revised by collapsing or refining them or, if they were found to be 
insignificant, discarding them altogether. The process of producing, refining and deleting codes 
was an iterative one and continued throughout my time in the field as I continued collecting data. 
 After I returned from my field research, I conducted a systematic analysis of all 
ethnographic data using sorts in order to develop descriptive and analytic summaries of the 
findings. This second, formal stage of analysis drew upon the coding scheme developed during 
the first, iterative stage of analysis, which included both topical codes related to domains of 
behavior (e.g., “self-identity-gender-liberal” or “self-identity-sexual-ethnic” would be codes for 
data related to how individuals self-identified using either a liberal or ethnic cultural field of 
gender or sexual identity). This also included analytic codes that helped to build this project’s 
theoretical framework regarding how individuals created composite sexual subjectivities (e.g., 
codes for “composite subjective experience”, “ethnic form of personhood” or “liberal form of 
personhood”). This coding scheme was refined throughout the dissertation writing phase and 
drew upon a grounded theory approach as the method of analysis as defined by Glaser and 
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Strauss (Glaser and Strauss 1967). This approach has been used by many field researchers to 
analyze culturally particular experiences of illness (Charmaz 1991; Corbin and Strauss 1988; 
Glaser and Strauss 1965). I used the constant comparison method (Corbin and Strauss 1990) to 
take the final set of codes to identify patterns, configurations, mechanisms, and commonalities 
that became apparent within the data set with particular attention to the interrelations between the 
main axes of difference among the study population (e.g., between LGBTQ- and non-LGBTQ-
identified informants and between male- and female-born informants).  
On Ideology 
In the previous sections I argue that it is necessary to refer to the concept of ideology, and 
sexual ideology in particular. Given the vast range of scholarship on ideology, perhaps it is 
important to place my use of the concept within this scholarship. As a point from which to begin 
the concept of ideology is most famously associated with the thought of Karl Marx and Frederich 
Engels. They held that ideology operates as an obfuscating mystification of the reality of actual 
life processes and practices. They write about ideology in an admittedly ambiguous register 
arguing that,  
Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of 
consciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance of independence. They have no 
history, no development; but men, developing their material production and their material 
intercourse, alter, along with this their real existence, their thinking and the products of 
their thinking. (Marx and Engels 2004 [1970]:47)  
The meaning of this cryptic passage is difficult to decipher, but a close reading indicates 
that Marx and Engels conflate ideology, as well as philosophy, with a dream-like illusion. 
Alternatively, Althusser ventriloquizes Marx arguing that ideology, “is for Marx an imaginary 
assemblage (bricolage), a pure dream, empty and vain,” (Althusser 2001 [1971]:108). As a result 
of this conception of ideology, Marx and Engels hold that ideology has no history in the negative 
sense. In other words, they presume that theirs is a critical stance in relation to ideology and see 
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it as a pure dream. It is an empty, inverted reflection of the real history of class-based social 
struggle. Althusser inverts this theory of ideology saying that, “ideologies have a history of their 
own,” (108, emphasis in original) when speaking of particular ideologies, in the plural. By 
arguing that ideologies have histories, he means that particular ideologies have an internal, 
coherence and logic that can be traced along a trajectory of historical development and change. 
He also holds – and this is where his inversion of Marx and Engel’s theory of ideology occurs – 
that, “ideology in general has no history,” (108, emphasis in original).  
For Althusser, particular ideologies have histories and a material existence, but ideology 
in general has no history. His theory argues that ideologies operate through both symbolic and 
material realities. The symbolic aspects are made famous in his account of the interpellation of 
subjects and their turning to authority and finding themselves as subjects in response to the 
symbolic hails of such authority. The material aspects of ideology are given shape through what 
Althusser calls Ideological State Apparatuses, or ISAs. These ISAs are the institutional 
realization of ideologies that provide the material infrastructure for symbolic forms of 
ideological articulation. Clifford Geertz also argues for the need for a symbolic theory of 
ideology as he sees, “ideologies as systems of interacting symbols, as patterns of interworking 
meanings,” (Geertz 1973b). However, Geertz’s theory of ideology does not consider the material 
aspects of ideology. In the context of this dissertation Althusser’s theory would require an 
account of the material-symbolic processes that produce customary gendered forms of 
personhood as a suppressed presence in lieu of conservative traditional leaders’ monopoly on 
customary law and its interpretation as well as liberal forms of sexual personhood. Specifically, 
in chapter 3, I draw out how the homosexual body becomes a central material aspect of how 
liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies interrelate and inscribe themselves on the material realities of 
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LGBTQ South Africans. In chapter 6 I also consider how symbolic processes in the form of 
knowledge production about queer bodies in the context of the HIV and AIDS industry in South 
Africa produces material health disparities, thus demonstrating further the material-symbolic 
aspects of sexual ideology in South Africa. 
Both Geertz and Althusser maintain a positive theory of ideology. It is not that either 
want to dispose of ideology, as the early Marx would have it. As Althusser would have it, 
ideology is, “an omni-hisotircal reality, in the sense in which that structure and functioning [of 
ideology] are immutable,” (108). He supports his arguments regarding the eternal existence of 
ideology, generally, by drawing links between this positive theory of ideology and, “Freud’s 
proposition that the unconscious is eternal, i.e. that it has no history,” (109). The introduction of 
Freudian as well as Lacanian psychoanalytic theory in this way results in a fecund reversal of the 
ambiguous notion of the ahistorical transcendence of a particular ideology premised on a 
historically particular set of class relations and form of labor in the early writings of Marx. 
Indeed, scholars have articulated a discernable difference in how Marx conceived of ideology in 
his early (The German Ideology) and late (Captial) writings (Comaroff 1985; Larrain 1979; 
Larrain 1983). For instance, Jean and John Comaroff argue that in Marx’s early writings, 
ideology is named and articulated within the idiom of class domination; in his late writings, 
ideology is invisible, thus residing, “unseen in the commodity form itself,” (1991: 23).  
This invisible ideology that the Comaroffs identify in Marx’s late writings corresponds to 
Antonio Gramsci’s (2012 [1971]) concept of hegemony. The difference between ideology and 
hegemony being that hegemony operates as the dominant ideology in a given social field. They 
also point out that this is a radical change in Marx’s understanding of ideology within his oeuvre. 
In other words, this transition marks what can be considered an unconscious acknowledgement 
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of the difference between ideology and hegemony in Marx’s critical social theory. The difference 
being that an ideology constantly, incessantly articulates itself as either an orthodoxy or 
heterodoxy in relation to other ideologies, whereas hegemony is characterized by the silent and 
the unspeakable, or the taken for granted, “undisputed” sphere of doxa within Bourdieu’s theory 
of habitus (1977: chap. 4).16 Here, we can see how the invisible ideology (or hegemony) in 
Marx’s late and most famous writings on commodity fetishism (Marx 1990 [1976]), resonates 
with the theory of ideology forwarded by Althusser and its incorporation of the Fruedian 
unconscious and Lacanian psychoanalytic theory almost a century later. It is also apparent how a 
theory of sexual ideology is a necessary, anthropological compliment to Bourdieu’s sociological 
theory of doxa. For instance, where as Bourdieu’s orthodoxy and heterodoxy can approximate 
the status of the liberal and ethnic ideologies in contemporary South Africa, what remains 
osbscured within a Bourdieuian theoretical framework are the differences between ethnic 
ideologies themselves. The existence multiple cultural fields of customary gender and sexual 
identities in South Africa requires an anthropological theory of ideology that can demonstrate 
how material conditions shape how interacting symbolic systems interrelate with one another. 
Such an account will allow an understanding of Biourdieu’s sphere of orthodoxy, and 
specifically it’s multiplicity, in order to discern how sociocultural processes actively produce 
certain cultural experiences as mute margins. 
This dissertation, therefore, takes ideology as a necessary, constitutive part of symbolic-
material life. In other words, one can never be outside of ideology, not even when one is doing 
HIV science, for instance – these aspects of sexual ideology will be explored in chapters 5 and 6. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Here, I enfold Bourdieu’s theory of doxa and habitus in order to demonstrate how his 
theory overlaps with, but is unable to approximate the theory of sexual ideology I aim to develop 
in this dissertation. 
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It is a necessary part of ordinary life as well as the production of scientific expertise.17 Drawing 
upon Slavoj Žižek’s work on ideology, it is not, and cannot be, all-encompassing. 
Ideology is not all; it is possible to assume a place that enables us to maintain a distance 
from [ideology], but this place from which one can denounce ideology must remain 
empty, it cannot be occupied by any positively determined reality – the moment we yield 
to this temptation, we are back in ideology (Žižek 1994b:17 emphasis in original). 
The “positively determined reality” that Žižek references here should not be conflated with 
Althusser’s positive theory of ideology. The difference is that Althusser argues that ideology 
always exists in form, not that one can pre-determine the content of that form. In making the 
statement above, Žižek is trying to reclaim a leftist form of critique from certain Marxists by 
further developing the Althusserian theory of ideology. His statement critiques those Marxists 
who claim that the position of labor in capitalist social formations is the revolutionary point of 
critique of the capitalist social formation and ideology. In that version of Marxism, the place, or 
position, of labor, is projected as the utopian, positively determining subjective position from 
which reality can be posited. In that form of Marxism, then, labor is also the position from which 
capitalist ideology and the capitalist social foundation can be denounced in the present.18 Žižek’s 
point is to demonstrate that this form of Marxist critique is just as ideological as a free-market 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 I explore particular forms of biomedical and global health expertise in chapters 5. In 
chapter 6, I examine how a theory of sexual ideology is critical for understanding the ethical 
aspects of biomedical and public health expertise in the particular context of the implementation 
of the PrEP HIV intervention technology in South Africa. 
18  In this vein, Moishe Postone’s (1993) reinterpretation of Marx’s critical theory 
demonstrates that both really-existing capitalist and communist social formations during the 
twentieth century are actually capitalist in that the mode of production (labor) in each is the same 
(2006). When Postone refers to ‘the mode of production’ he is referring to the peculiar dual form 
of the category of labor within capitalist social formations – i.e. a form of labor that consists of 
both a use and an exchange value. He maintains there is no fundamental difference in the mode 
of production between those formations as both rely on the dual character of a historically 
specific category, or formation, of labor. In Postone’s analysis, the only difference between these 
social formations is the mode of distribution. For capitalism, the mode of distribution of value is 
market-mediated, and for ‘socialism’ it is state-mediated. 
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capitalist ideology such a position is meant to denounce. His point, of course, is to reassert the 
value of ideological critique in an era where new social movements have become increasingly 
reincorporated within the global predations and logics of newly reinvigorated forms and 
circulations of capital. My intent in contributing to a theory of ideology by demonstrating its 
gendered and sexual dimensions is to demonstrate the value of a feminist, queer and 
anthropological perspectives for developing forms of ideological critique.  
For example, the “extra-ideological point of reference” for Žižek, “that authorizes us to 
denounce the content of our immediate experience as ‘ideological’ – is not ‘reality’ but the 
‘repressed’ real of antagonism,” (1994: 25). The repressed real in Žižek’s work is drawn from his 
reading of Laclau and Mouffe’s argument (Laclau and Mouffe 2001 [1985]) that there is no 
positivity to the social (Žižek 1994b). Specifically, this lack of positivity occurs at the point at 
which the social unravels – in other words, at the produced margins of social legibility. What 
they mean by this is that ‘the social’ does not exist as a totality – it is open to dynamic and 
ongoing change and reconfiguration. This is not to say that social relations are not real. Rather, 
their argument is that an understanding of social relations of a particular social formation cannot 
be known in their totality. For them to argue that there is no social, means that the social is an 
endlessly open process, not a closed static system. When the social is thought as a totality, they 
argue, this is one of the primary instances of hegemonic discourse. In this conception, hegemony 
relies on the repression and silencing of real social antagonisms so that, at its most effective, the 
experience of hegemony is mute silence.19 This lack of loquaciousness can be thought of the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 For an incisive study of how gendered hegemony operates in the context of post-
apartheid South Africa, see Rosalind Morris’ work with regard to the normalization of sexual 
violence among women (Morris 2006).  
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repressed real of the social – what Laclau, Mouffe and Žižek call ‘antagonism.’20 This realness is 
what resists representation in language, although there are rare instances when these real 
antagonisms break through into the symbolic realm of cultural meaning making.  
 An example of how such an antagonism is muted emerged within my field research, 
during one of my follow-up field visits to Johannesburg in 2013. I was talking with the 
employees of a self-described ‘queer’ advocacy organization in Johannesburg about my 
experiences speaking with women and men who were assigned the opposite sex at birth and who 
also did not think of or speak about themselves as trans people. The NGOs director was giving 
me a tour of the new office they had just moved into. We stopped to speak with about four 
employee-activists who were busy unpacking boxes and working on a set of invitations for an 
upcoming talk. The event was on ‘queer activism and security’ and one of the guest speakers was 
a queer academic from a major university located in the Midwestern United States that the 
organization was hosting in Johannesburg.21 The director had mentioned to the activist staff that 
I was doing interesting research – we had just updated one another on the development of our 
recent work at a nearby coffee shop. The director had described the type of research I was doing 
as looking at “queer sexualities in South Africa.”  
Although I would not have necessarily described my work in this way, I started 
describing aspects of my field research. I explained that many informants that I had met with, 
including a group of coloured sex workers that I had just met with in Cape Town, had described 
themselves to me as women, despite that they all had male anatomies and genitals. I explained 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 In particular, see chapter 3 of “Hegemony and Socialist Strategy” (Laclau and Mouffe 
2001 [1985]).  
21 The director of the organization was themselves a recent alumnus of a graduate 
program in queer studies from a well-known center for queer scholarship at a major university 
located in the northeastern United States. 
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that although these people understood themselves to have anatomically male bodies, they 
regarded themselves and were regarded socially as women, but did not identify as trans women. I 
mentioned that I also met with men who had female anatomies as well. After I finished the quick 
thirty-second spiel about my research, I was curious to hear their thoughts about my work. All of 
these self-identified queer activists used terms like FTM, trans, or butch lesbian to describe 
themselves and all were black. In response, I was met with contemplative silence. At the time, I 
was not entirely sure how to interpret their silence.  
Typically among LGBTQ and sexual rights NGOs and activists in South Africa, these 
findings are met with two types of responses. Silence or no remark, is the most typical. The other 
is what I believe is best described as a type of pragmatic effacement. This reaction consists of a 
vexed acknowledgement and simultaneous disavowal of the lived reality of gender and sexuality 
that I describe through the representations of these informants’ narratives. Pragmatic effacement 
is summed up most succinctly by one of my colleagues and friends, Sipho who worked with a 
pan-African men who have sex with men (MSM) health organization in Johannesburg. We were 
having a discussion with another South African LGBTQ health activist about the complexity of 
everyday gender experiences among black LGBTQ and other gender nonconforming groups in 
South Africa. Specifically we were discussing women with male anatomies who did not identify 
as transgender or gay. With some frustration, Sipho acknowledged that these types of individuals 
existed, but then linked the symbolic reality of these subjectivities to the material reality of 
philanthropic capital. Although he agreed these groups also required programs and organizations 
to service their health and social advocacy needs, he pressed me: “Well, how are you going to 
get THAT funded?!” The “that” he was referring to was the idea that the experiences of gendered 
personhood among within ethnic imaginaries were systematically repressed within South African 
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civil society. Given these two forms of response, I believe the most accurate way to interpret the 
silence of the queer activists is that of a silent acknowledgement that the way in which I was 
speaking of informants’ narratives about gender and sexuality in South Africa is perhaps a 
painful and troubling representation of a form of social antagonism linked to the despotism of 
conservative ethnic politics that is typically muted by progressive LGBTQ South African 
activists.  
Reinterpreting Gender and Sexuality in South Africa 
 
What follows in the next five chapters is a reinterpretation of existing gender and 
sexuality scholarship in and about South Africa in light of more than two years of ethnographic 
field research. This reinterpretation will involve the development of a theory of sexual ideology 
from an anthropological perspective in chapters 2, 3 and 4 that accounts for the symbolic as well 
as material aspects of these ideologies. This perspective will be grounded within the narratives of 
field informants and my field observations. I will demonstrate how a multi-field perspective for 
interpreting gender and sexuality in South Africa provides a new way for understanding the 
sociocultural and political aspects of global health knowledge production in chapter 5. The final 
chapter will specifically consider how a multi-field anthropological perspective helps to address 
a number of paradoxes regarding universalist perspectives in bioethical and public health ethics 
paradigms used in global health.  
Each of the following chapters brings together a number of existing literatures on gender 
and sexuality in South Africa and brings them into conversation with my field observations and 
interpretations of my field informants’ narratives. Through this comparison, I pay particular 
attention to how a multi-field perspective for understanding gender and sexuality help to explain 
the contradictions that I found between informant narratives and my observations, on the one 
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hand, and narratives offered within existing scholarship, on the other. The second chapter 
examines the historical co-emergence of multiple sexual ideologies in South Africa during the 
twentieth century. This chapter begins by revisiting a set of archival documents that detail the 
court proceedings and other archival material collected, such as letters between magistrates and 
colonial administrators, regarding the 1907 Enquiry into Unnatural Vice on the Mines of the 
Witwatersrand. I argue that processes of gender nonconformity experienced and expressed by the 
black miners in the court affidavits contradict existing sexual historiography that has interpreted 
these archival documents (Achmat 1993; Epprecht 2001; Harries 1990). I also ground this 
reinterpretation within a set of oral histories collected from black miners on the topic of ‘mine 
sexualities’ who worked on the mines during the larger part of the last century (Moodie 2001; 
Moodie and Ndatshe 1994; Moodie, et al. 1988; Ndatshe 1993; Sibuyi 1993). This explores how 
the process of proletarianization of black South Africans that occurred during the past century 
through the mining industry, liking rural ethnic homelands with the rapidly developing 
metropolis of Johannesburg, produced the conditions for the emergence of liberal and ethnic 
sexual ideologies.  
The end of chapter 2 includes two abbreviated life history interviews of individuals that 
show how particular individuals experienced gender nonconformity within changing political 
and cultural contexts. One narrative is of a Xhosa-speaking married man who has sex with other 
men, but does not identify as gay, and who grew up in a rural village in what is today 
Mpumalanga Province during the 1970’s. Another narrative is of a man who was assigned the 
female sex at birth. He describes how he came to an understanding of himself as a man within 
the tumultuous and highly politicized context of the urban townships just outside of Durban 
during the 1980’s and the final years of apartheid. These narratives show that the emergence of 
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sexuality as an organizing concept for social relations in South Africa was, and continues to be, 
mediated by the coexistence of liberal and multiple ethnic sensibilities about gender and sex.  
As these cultures and sexual ideologies co-emerge, chapter 3 explores discourses 
regarding the cultural authenticity of sexuality, while chapter 4 analyzes how sexual ideologies 
have become entwined with particular political traditions in post-apartheid South Africa. Chapter 
4 explores and analyzes how some LGBTQ activism in South Africa has produced suppressed 
presences of customary experiences of gender nonconformity as a result of the inter-ideological 
dynamics of liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. I examine how social actors from a range of 
situated positions inhabit and enact these ideologies. I consider how these enactments have 
resulted in a form of ontological politics whereby conservative enactments of a Zulu ethnic 
sexual ideology vies for hegemonic influence over the signs and symbols of authentic African 
sexuality in opposition to the current dominance of liberal hegemony, thus revisiting the debate 
staged between universal human rights, on one hand, and claims to cultural rights and 
sovereignty on the other – both paradoxically guaranteed by South Africa’s constitution. I also 
consider how a theory of sexual ideology helps to understand some implications of emerging 
forms of social organizing among LGBTQ groups who articulate their work through an idiom of 
queer theory and rhetoric. 
Chapter 5 explores the ways that biomedicine and public health only reference liberal 
cultural sensibilities while ignoring customary cultural meanings about gender and sexuality 
when producing knowledge about black queer populations in the context of global health HIV 
interventions. I present my observations of two conferences on same-sex sexuality that were held 
in South Africa about four years apart from one other. A range of social actors from various 
health- and sexuality-focused NGOs attended both events and included academics, activists and 
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activist-academics representing. I explore how forms of scientific expertise and lay expertise are 
articulated in these settings, paying particular attention to how the sensibilities of lay publics are 
effaced by practices and discourses of both of these forms of expertise in the context of the 
emergence of the men who have sex with men (MSM) and women who have sex with women 
(WSW) categories. I also explore differences in how sexuality- and health-focused NGOs and 
scholarly works represent homosexuality and gender nonconformity in vastly different ways, but 
how both neglect an analysis of customary gender relations. I argue these occlusions need to be 
addressed in order to begin to represent the reality of gender experiences of the majority of South 
Africans. 
The closing chapter addresses the (bio)material aspects of the sexual ideologies that I 
have mapped symbolically in the previous chapters. I also include an analysis of the ethical 
dilemmas that are produced regarding the differences in how black and medical cultures 
represent and produce knowledge about gender and sexuality in South Africa. I consider how the 
implication of this disjuncture through an ethical case study of the implementation of the HIV 
intervention known as pre-exposure prophylaxis, or PrEP. The chapter concretely demonstrates 
the potential for symbolic violence, which is enacted when medical cultures only consider liberal 
sexual sensibilities and gender concepts when making maps of the HIV epidemic. This symbolic 
violence conditions structural violence, which is enacted when these maps inadequately 
distribute health resources, like PrEP, among black queer groups.  
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CHAPTER TWO – RETHINKING SEXUALITY: GENDER, ETHNICITY AND 
SEXUAL PERSONHOOD IN TWENTIETH CENTURY SOUTH AFRICA 
 
What is found at the historical beginning of things is not the inviolable identity of 
their origin; it is the dissension of other things. It is disparity.  
  Foucault, Nietzche, Genealogy, History  
 
Who we are is not only what we did, do, and will do but also what we might have 
done and may do. Making up people changes the space of possibilities for 
personhood. Even the dead are more than their deeds, for we make sense of a 
finished life only within its sphere of former possibilities.  
  Hacking, Making Up People  
 
 
 This chapter considers the production of sexual personhood through both gendered and 
ethnic discourses about homosocial practices and racialized discourses about homosexuality in 
South Africa during the twentieth century. I examine how gender relations, and increasingly 
meanings surrounding sexuality, have served as the raw materials through which a number of 
political and economic ideologies in South Africa have been produced. To demonstrate this, I 
will draw upon Ian Hacking’s theories that argue that people are made up by the historically 
determinate possibilities of personhood that are available to them in a particular cultural context. 
Specifically, I will demonstrate how people in everyday contexts in southern Africa had a quite 
clear understanding of the process of making up people about 80 years before Hacking published 
his seminal essay (Hacking 1986).  
To begin, I present brief snippets of the narratives of black mine workers on the 
Witwatersrand mining compounds in the first decade of the twentieth century. The statements are 
from two mine guards who were employed on the Witwatersrand gold mines in 1907. Due to the 
complaints of missionaries about homosexual practices among the black miners, the colonial 
government had set up an enquiry into the prevalence of ‘unnatural vice’ (specifically sodomy) 
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on the mines. Upon being asked what the practice of taking izinkhotxana (i.e., the taking of 
“mine wives”) was by colonial administrators, the mine guards responded:    
An inkhotxana is a boy who is made a wife of. (emphasis added) ~ Zephania Dlamini 
(Zulu mine guard in Johannesburg, South Africa, 1907)22 
 
After being asked whether he had knowledge of the term inkotshane an unnamed mine 
guard responded: “Yes; … It means a man made into a woman. … The custom is very 
prevalent on the mines.” (emphasis added) ~ (Fengu mine guard in Johannesburg, South 
Africa, 1907)23 
 
I want to note that in this historical context one can discern distinct cultural differences in how 
homosexual practices are imbued with vastly different meanings depending on both race and 
class in the nascent South African context.24 There is a stark difference between what the 
missionaries, white mine managers, and colonial administrators mean by ‘unnatural vice’ and 
what the black miners mean by inkotshane.25 Unnatural vice is a genealogical precursor to 
closely related, and more specific, notions of sodomy, perversion and their eventual 
personification in the sodomite and pervert, respectively. Only after the emergence of the 
sodomite and the pervert in psychiatric discourses in Europe as types of (pathological) people did 
these practices signify a new form of personhood. These interrelated sets of concepts are 
implicated with the emergence of a culturally particular arrangement of sex, gender and sexuality 
that are usually associated with the advent of psychiatry within European modernity (for 
example, see Davidson 2001 and Foucault 1990 [1978]). Beyond their origins in Euro-American 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 NTS 10203 1/422 – South African National Archives. Affidavits from “Confidential 
Enquiry into Alleged Prevalence of Unnatural Vice Amongst Natives Employed in the Mines on 
the Witwatersrand,” 3rd Day of Proceedings, January 22nd, 1907. 
23 NTS 10203 1/422 – South African National Archives. Affidavits from “Confidential 
Enquiry into Alleged Prevalence of Unnatural Vice Amongst Natives Employed in the Mines on 
the Witwatersrand,” 8th Day of Proceedings, January 29nd, 1907.  
24 I use the term nascent since these archival fragments were recorded in 1907, after the 
second Anglo-Boer War, but before The Union of South Africa came into being as a nation in 
1910. 
25 Inkotshane is the singular form of the plural izinkotshane in the Zulu language. 
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contexts, they have become a ready example of how scientific concepts become part of quotidian 
parlance within societies globally (Altman 1997; Altman 2001), albeit in culturally particular 
ways (Boellstorff 2005; Parker 1991). However, at one time, around the turn of the twentieth 
century, even the notion of heterosexuality was only a meaningful concept in scientific and 
affluent social circles, and a contested one at that (for example, see Katz 2007 [1995]). In this 
cultural frame, multiple perverse practices, such as sodomy, and their personification in people 
like the sodomite, and eventually the homosexual, were medical and psychiatric conditions. In 
other words, they were pathologies and persons to be controled by emerging medical, legal and 
criminal state apparatuses. 
Alternatively, the set of practices involved in taking an inkotshane, as I will explore in 
detail below, refered to a diverse range of techniques and practices that made young men and 
boys working on the mines into wives of older miners. The status and definition of the 
inkotshane person was not tied to any medical institutions or cultures and had, what seems to be, 
an ambivalent status of normativity, with little or no stigma attached to it, as long as it was left 
unspoken (Harries 1990; Moodie and Ndatshe 1994). This category of gendered personhood 
entailed the gendering of men as women and a culturally particular arrangement of gender and 
sex without reference to sexuality or its conceptual precursors, such as perversion. It included a 
range of cultural practices including the performance of domestic work, gendered roles at social 
events on the mines such as dances, and marriages and bridewealth payments. These last two 
practices were common knowledge among extended family relations in rural areas across 
southern and South Africa, including what is today Lesotho, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, 
Botswana. As such, the cultural differences between the forms of sexual personhood described 
by European missionaries and colonial authorities and the forms of gendered personhood 
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described by African miners indexes a racial dynamic in the historical emergence of multiple 
cultural fields of sexual and gender identities that I argue have continued into the post-apartheid 
era.  
For instance, during a memorial service for a murdered woman, Gift Makau who self-
identified as a lesbian, a self-described queer activist in Johannesburg who attended the service 
remarked that, “Gift was known and loved as a lesbian, her family called Gift Him (sic).” (Field 
notes 2014). The statement was made by the activists in a public address about the murder and 
mourning practices that followed, which LGBTQ groups in Johannesburg had been referring to 
as a hate crime. In statements like this, the cultural difference that is identifiable in the 1907 
Enquiry is seen to endure within contemporary contexts, albeit with manifold and politically 
complex differences. For one, the miners in 1907 did not in any way express a desire to politicize 
such cultural differences. In the context of contemporary LGBTQ organizing, particularly with 
regard to hate crimes discourse about the rape and murder of LGBTQ South Africans, such 
cultural differences have become densely charged sites of political contestation for LGBTQ 
activist groups. Before continuing, I want to map out some of the important key concepts that I 
will use throughout this dissertation. 
Key Concepts 
Throughout this dissertation I will explore the cultural meanings that primarily black 
South Africans produce around their experiences of gender and sexuality. These experiences 
consist of various behaviors and relationships that are socially significant in the cultural 
construction of their gender and sexual identities. To understand the particularity of these 
meanings in this national context, this study also examines how both race and ethnicity influence 
how certain behaviors and social relationships become significant in these two other areas of 
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cultural experience. There are a number of queer anthropological studies that have examined 
how race and nation mediate gender and sexual identifications and meanings (Allen 2011; 
Boellstorff 2005; Kulick 1998; Reid 2013). Likewise, other scholars have examined how 
ethnicity plays a large role in the cultural construction of gender and sexuality (Hirsch 2003; 
Parker 1991; Parker 1999). In historical contexts, specifically regarding colonial contexts, still 
others have examined how separating the analysis of these four key concepts of social difference 
results in a limited understanding of each (Hoad 2007; Stoler 1995). Missing from this literature 
are contemporary anthropological analyses that look at the intersection of gender and sexuality 
with ethnicity as well as race, particularly in African contexts. Furthermore, the polarizing 
debates at the intersection of LGBTQ sexualities, ethnicity, and race in South Africa are heavily 
influenced by two sets of discursive regimes. I have referred to these as South African liberalism 
and multiple forms of ethnic nationalisms, which I call conservative traditionalism. Following a 
mapping of key concepts (gender, sexuality, ethnicity and race), I will briefly discuss my 
definition of these discursive regimes in relation to how other scholars have use them to describe 
contemporary cultural context in South Africa.  
Gender 
In this dissertation, when I am speaking of gender, I follow scholars, such as Butler (2008 
[1990]), Morris (1995), Parker (1999) and Kulick (1998) who all demonstrate that rather than an 
inherent individual attribute, gender is a social apparatus and relation with which individuals 
engage in order to become subjects and enact their social identities. These scholars, as well as 
this dissertation, drawn upon Rubin’s (1975) famous work in the anthropology of gender when 
she argues that,  
Sex is sex, but what counts as sex is equally culturally determined and obtained. Every 
society also has a sex/gender system—a set of arrangements by which the biological raw 
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material of human sex and procreation is shaped by human, social intervention and 
satisfied in a conventional manner, no matter how bizarre some of the conventions may 
be (p. 165). 
 
What this means is that individuals in any cultural context draw from the signs and symbols of 
preexisting gender apparatuses and subjective positions in order to imbue their individual 
behaviors with meaning, thus allowing them to produce gender identities.  
Both Parker (1999) and Kulick (1998) point out a locally-relevant gender binary that is 
operative in contemporary Brazil [i.e., “man” (the one who penetrates during sex) / “not man” 
(the one who is penetrated)], is different than the gender binary in Euro-American contexts (i.e., 
masculine / feminine). Furthermore, they note that although biological sex may be produced 
through the gender apparatus in Euro-American contexts, in Brazil it is sexuality—whether or 
not an individual is penetrated or penetrating during a sexual act—that serves as the “raw 
material” for gender. In Euro-America, gender is constructed as an essential, inherent attribute of 
an individual and linked indelibly to sex, whereas in Brazil gender is a fluid and highly 
situational attribute of individuals. In the context of South Africa, gender is constructed as two 
very different things as well, but through an entirely different set of processes. On one hand, for 
most South Africans gender is constituted in the Euro-American style where an individual’s 
gender normatively corresponds to their anatomical sex. On the other hand, gender identity 
among black South Africans is produced through multiple, ethnically-specific repertoires of 
bodily comportment, which importantly have nothing to do with anatomical sex and only 
sometimes with sexuality. This enables individuals to identify as masculine or feminine, but 
without the cultural convention that mandates the indelible linkage of one’s gender to their 
anatomical sex. Among black South Africans the same person can inhabit these two forms of 
gender, albeit at different times and dependent upon what social relationship they are 
 50 
maintaining that requires one form of gender or the other to be foregrounded. This chapter 
explores how these local, ethnically-marked forms of gendered personhood were experienced in 
historical contexts throughout the twentieth century in South Africa. 
Sexuality 
Michel Foucault famously stakes out an intellectual space for studying sexuality on its 
own terms, claiming the “speciation” of the homosexual by psychiatric experts at the end of the 
nineteenth century (1990 [1978]). More recently, Rubin’s essay, Thinking Sex (1984) draws on 
Foucault’s work regarding the social construction of sexuality, but opens onto a more tangible 
way in which scholars can study the diffuseness of sexuality in society by examining shifts in 
legal codes and political organizing based on sexual identities and orientations. Such diffuseness 
results from the way in which sexuality is constituted through both repressive and productive 
state apparatuses (Foucault 1991). Repressive tactics include legal restrictions and penalties for 
certain sexual acts, such as sodomy, whereas some government interventions promote certain 
(hetero- and homonormative) sexualities, such as allowing married couples to file joint tax 
returns (Berlant and Warner 1998). While these US-based scholars have argued that sexuality is 
a mode of analysis in its own right, this dissertation follows scholars, such as Parker (1999), who 
argue that a fuller understanding of (homo)sexualities in the global South requires that, “we must 
also seek to move past the theoretical configurations that operate in large part through … the 
search for essential sameness or in the affirmation of radical difference” (p. 7). Ultimately he 
argues that analyses that search for the translatability, or sameness, of sexualities in Africa or 
Latin America to those in Euro-America are superficial. In particular, they neglect the intricate 
ways in which sexuality, and homosexuality in particular, is entwined with culturally specific 
political and economic ideologies. Achille Mbembe argues for the specificity of the South 
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African system of “racial capitalism” as borne out of the cultural crucible of colonial 
Johannesburg where gold was discovered on the high veld in 1884 (2008). He describes the 
contradictory racial logic of this economic ideology: “its function was to institute a contradictory 
relation between the instrumentality of black life in the market sphere, on the one hand, and the 
constant depreciation of its value and its quality by the forces of commercialism and bigotry on 
the other” (2008:43). In the context of colonial and Apartheid South Africa an economic 
ideology of racial capitalism was combined with the political ideology of decentralized tribal 
authority (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991; Mamdani 1996). The latter was a form of despotic 
power based on ethnic difference. Both were critical relays through which gender and sexuality 
were mediated by wider social forces. The influence of race and ethnicity on sexuality continues 
into the present-day, but in new ways that remain understudied and which I will explore in detail 
throughout the following chapters. 
Race 
Race and ethnicity both have particular histories and relations in the context of South 
Africa. Mahmood Mamdani’s ethnographic study of ethnic politics in colonial (1996) has 
pointed out that race was one of the “dual despotisms” that was used during the colonial and 
Apartheid periods to classify people and groups and to enforce a system of racialized 
capitalism.26 This system worked by managing space, labor, and civil society through the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 The colonial period in South Africa is generally considered to begin with the landing of 
Dutch explorer Jan Van Riebeeck at the Cape on April 6th, 1652. The colonial period included 
Dutch rule of the coastal colonies of the Cape and Natal that ultimately fell under rule by the 
British Empire who annexed these colonies from the Dutch. The Cape became a British Colony 
in in 1795, reverting back to Dutch rule again in 1803, and back again to British occupation in 
1806. The Dutch colony in Natal was established in 1838 and fell to British control in 1842.This 
caused the Dutch settlers, known as Boers, to migrate to the interior of the country, setting up 
two Boer Republics (independent countries) that became known as the Transvaal and the Orange 
Free State. This colonial period extended through the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902), the 
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reification of racial difference. Contemporary South Africans predominantly speak of and assign 
racial identities through reference to Apartheid-era legal designations produced during this 
period of racial capitalism. These consisted of four main racial categories: native/African, 
Coloured, Indians (i.e., South Asians from British India), and White; such categorizations were 
based largely on place of ethnic origin, home language, ability to speak Afrikaans, skin color 
phenotype, and even head and other hair texture (Posel 2001:62-3). There were also politicized 
racial groupings whereby all non-white individuals referred to themselves as ‘black’ for purposes 
of political solidarity against the white, Afrikaner nationalist-dominated Apartheid government. 
However, this is not the dominant use of racial categories in everyday interactions.27 Within 
racial groups, such as white, there are a number of ethnic identifications and groupings as well, 
such as British, Afrikaner, Jewish, etc. that encompass most individuals of European descent. 
During my field research, I found that ethnic designations often did not map evenly onto 
whiteness, nor were they inhabited by, only individuals of European descent. For instance, 
individuals from the Middle East, such as Lebanon, were commonly identified, or identified 
themselves as “white.” However, in conversations with field informants the whiteness of these 
types of ethnicities was always implicitly questioned.28  
Ethnicity 
Among black South Africans ethnicity was produced historically through the reification 
of ethnic affiliations and by the institutionalization of Tribal Authority within European colonial 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
consolidation of British colonial rule through the creation of the Union of South Africa (1910), 
and up until the beginning of Apartheid: the system that consolidated Afrikaner minority rule 
from 1948 to 1994. Technically, the Union of South Africa was a British colony during the first 
13 years of Apartheid and only became the Republic of South Africa in 1961.  
27 Throughout this dissertation, when referring to ‘black’ individuals or groups, I am 
specifically referring to the Apartheid-era designations of African / Native and not the politicized 
grouping of all non-white groups into the black racial categorization.  
28 Fieldnotes 2012 
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administration (Botha and Cameron 1997; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991; Comaroff and Roberts 
1986; Mamdani 1996). In this context, ethnic ideologies were constituted through an idiom of 
rigid collective identity that was grounded in the consolidation of political control over the 
interpretation and enforcement of customary law through the institution of Tribal Authority 
(Mamdani 1996). These forms of rigid, collective ethnic identification were relayed from the 
colonial period into the post-independence era and have been supplemented by more 
individualistic forms of ethnic identification among South Africans (Hart 2007; White 2012)  
This dissertation follows a number of anthropologists who have argued that post-colonial 
public life continues to be heavily influenced by ideas about ethnicity that were produced 
through the colonial rule of difference (Chatterjee 2004; Stoler 2002; Stoler 2008), but which 
also include new forms of individualistic ethnic identity (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001; 
Comaroff and Comaroff 2009; White 2012). Collective ethnic identification was, of course, the 
other arm of Mamdani’s (1996) dual despotisms. This form of despotic traditional authority was 
a drastic change from the way that ethnic experience existed in pre-colonial African societies. 
These contexts were marked by “multiple, overlapping forms of association, each of which 
contained its own distinctive potentialities for the structure of political authority” (White 
2012:403). This dissertation follows John and Jean Comaroff and Hylton White who argue that 
the dominant forms of ethnic attachment in the post-Apartheid era are highly individualistic 
(2009), and intimate (2012). Both the contemporary intimate/individualistic and formerly 
domainant tribal authority forms—i.e., those based on notions of collective affiliation—of 
ethnicity are regularly voiced in the public settings where I conducted field research. However, 
this latter form is marked by ethno-nationalist sentiments and is typically voiced by African 
“traditionalists.” 
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Liberalism, Nationalism, and Traditionalism 
This work follows Jean and John Comaroff who, “problematise the concept of tradition 
and, by extension, of ‘traditional’ leadership” (2003:467). As many South African scholars have 
noted (Comaroff and Comaroff 2003; Gevisser 1994; Mkhwanazi 2008; Robins 2004; Robins 
2006a; Robins 2006b; White 2012), most South Africans use terms like “traditional,” “traditional 
leadership,” and “traditionalist” in vernacular speech. This dissertation follows the widespread 
convention of other scholars who have stated that they employ these terms only to refer to this 
vernacular usage. There are some “traditional” practices and discourses that many South 
Africans understand as a form of cultural conservatism, particularly with regard to LGBTQ 
sexualities and gender nonconformity. When I use the label “conservative ethnic traditionalists,” 
I do so to refer to homophobic or sexist discourse within ethnic sexual ideologies that South 
Africans perceive as being rooted in the, “nationalist notion that homosexuality [and gender 
nonconformity] is a decadent, upper-class import ‘contaminating’ the purity of a mythologized—
either Afrikaner or African—race” (Gevisser 1994:12). Note here the link between nationalism 
and traditionalism and that Gevisser makes the mistake of referring to race when he clearly 
means ethnicity in the plural. His evocation of Afrikaner ethno-nationalism along side African 
nationalisms demonstrates the intricate, overlapping, yet also divergent, relationship between 
race and ethnicity in South African public culture. These nationalist sentiments, which are 
dominant over everyday experiences of gender and sexuality oppose ethnic sexual ideologies to 
liberal sexual ideology. 
The opposition between ethnicity and liberalism seems contradictory, particularly 
because rights to culture are inscribed within the liberal post-Apartheid South African 
constitution that came into effect in 1996. So it would seem that conservative ethnic values 
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should be part and parcel of South African liberalism. Numerous South Africans I have 
encountered in the course of my research disagree with culturally conservative traditionalist and 
nationalist ethnic sentiments voiced by traditional leaders. Indeed, ethnic sexual ideologies are 
marked by a dominant nationalist conservatism around gender and sexuality. However, they also 
produce suppressed forms of gendered homosexual experience as marginal within ethnic 
experience. This marginalization is due to the dominance of traditionalists in articulating ethnic 
politics in contemporary civil society. In their essay Reflections on Liberalism, Policulturalism, 
and ID-ology, Jean and John Comaroff explain: 
 
After all, the South African Bill of Rights has been lauded, as we have said, precisely 
because it does seem to acknowledge, within appropriate limits, the entitlement of 
persons bound by culture, religion, and language to be governed by their own customs. 
True, the collective subject invoked here is not a group per se; the Constitution is 
famously silent on group rights. That subject is an aggregate of ‘persons’. Nonetheless, 
the Spirit of the Law, especially Sections 30 and 31, has justified claims to the effect that, 
in traditional communities where individual rights are alien, customary practice should 
prevail over the Eurocentric liberalism of the Law, in the upper cases; that, when a 
custom is backed by popular consensus and a clear and present collective interest, the 
cultural subject should take precedence over the national citizen (2003:451) 
As I learned from field observations and informants’ narratives, the customary is in no 
way exhausted by the dominant discourse of ethnic conservatism, asrepresented in clashes 
between ethnic “policulturalism” and “Eurocentric liberalism,” as described by the Comaroffs. 
This passage outlines the tensions between the predominant liberalism of the South African 
constitution and its provisions for the rights of culture, which is a metonym for the broad field of 
ethnic experience. Cultural rights regularly clash with rights based on gender and sexual 
orientation. In this passage, the Comaroffs elide their reference to the customary with what I 
have been calling “conservative traditionalist sentiments.” However, throughout this dissertation 
I will demonstrate that there are aspects of the customary that are not necessarily conservative 
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and that more pragmatic, flexible enactments of customary experiences of gender are 
systematically suppressed in public discourse. In other words, I aim to demonstrate how 
experiences of gender and sexuality at the margins of both liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies 
have been represent an unrecognized space of intimate and sexual politics in contemporary South 
Africa. 
The 1907 Enquiry into Unnatural Vice 
In the statements of the miners taken from the 1907 Enquiry,29 we can see that the guards 
were aware that men could be made into women, and that this process was seen as an everyday 
occurrence on the mines. However these practices were not necessarily imbued with any overt 
political content. As one closely examines the affidavits in the archival inscriptions, it is 
abundantly clear that the white missionaries and colonial administrators who convened the 
Enquiry considered these practices as an abomination. They described them as “unnatural” and 
in need of intervention so as to restore what they saw to be the natural order of things. In a 
similar, yet different way, the miners’ affidavits convey that the miners expressed concern about 
which ethnic group should bear the heaviest distribution of blame for the emergence of the 
practice of taking inkotshane. Additionally, oral historical accounts of mine wives by elite black 
South Africans and the miners’ accounts throughout the twentieth century express ambivalence 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 This enquiry has been analyzed by other scholars. Most notably by Marc Epprecht, T. 
Dunbar Moodie and Zackie Achmat. Their historiographic work has been an invaluable guide 
through the archives that I consulted as part of my historical anthropology study of the 
suppressed presence of gender in sexuality discourse in South Africa. This chapter, in particular, 
is indebted to them. However, throughout the following chapters, I depart from their conclusions 
and reinterpret their analyses within the theoretical framing briefly sketched in the introduction. 
As a result, I submit the historical documents and life histories consulted in this chapter to the 
multi-field framing and a critical, queer anthropological perspective that I develop throughout 
this dissertation. 
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about the practice.30 This ambivalence ranges from moral outrage over these practices expressed 
by elite black social actors, such as A.W.G. Champion during the 1930’s who would become 
Natal President of the Industrial Commercial Workers Union (ICU) (Moodie, et al. 1988), to a 
fond remembrance of the “love” that men expressed for their mine wives in oral historical 
accounts in the 1970s (Ndatshe 1993). Through these narratives, class and ethnicity mediate how 
black South Africans regarded the practices of taking mine wives. Among the emerging black 
laboring proletariat, in everyday contexts, the practices were revered, while among the emerging 
black political elite, such practices were highly stigmatized. 
Completely absent within the 1907 Enquiry archival documents is the idea that any of the 
miners who engaged in mine wife relationships were homosexual people or that the practices 
they engaged in were described or interpreted as homosexuality. This should not be surprising 
since the idea of a homosexual or heterosexual person had only recently been invented during the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century (Davidson 2001; Foucault 1990 [1978]; Katz 2007 [1995]). 
On the other hand, what is present throughout these documents is the idea that many of the 
younger black miners, typically referred to by other black miners as ‘boys,’ were made by older 
miners into “women” during their time on the mines.31 When the young boys (who were made 
wives of) became older, they, in turn, became men / boss boys, and took other younger black 
miners as wives. The reasons for the ongoing process of making and remaking of mine wives 
and marriages were related to the kinship and inheritance systems operating in the black 
homelands (see Fig. 2 in the Introduction). These systems of kinship required that young men 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 In interviews with Sotho and Mpondo miners in the 1970s conducted by Vivenne 
Ndatshe it is clear that the practices of taking mine wives continued on the mines throughout 
most of the twentieth century (Ndatshe 1993). 
31 In the context of mine marriages, the category ‘boy’ refers to a young male who had 
joined the mines on a short-term contract. Alternatively, older black miners were referred to and 
referred to themselves with the category ‘boss boys.’  
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build up their homesteads in order to be able to take biological women as wives back in the rural 
areas from where they migrated. Building a homestead and paying lobola cost money (cattle) 
and so the opportunities that being taken as mine wives provided for building their homesteads 
and saving to buy cattle back home was a lucrative opportunity for many of the young minders 
(Moodie and Ndatshe 1994). The analysis offered below will draw upon existing gender and 
sexual historiography about “mine sexualities” or what I refer to here as a form of customary 
gendered personhood.  
Moodie et al. (1988) question their own use of the phrase ‘mine sexualities’ to describe 
the sets of social relations and practices that these miners engaged in during this time. Likewise, 
I argue it is a more adequate representation of these social relations to foreground gender, as the 
miners do, in their recorded affidavits in the Enquiry archival documents. Descriptive labels like 
‘gendered homoerotic desire’ or ‘gendered homosociality’ foreground aspects of gender rather 
than sexuality and I will use them throughout. More so than ‘sexuality,’ these labels help to think 
what gendered personhood was like in this context since the forms of personhood described by 
the miners in their statements do not foreground anatomical sex like forms of personhood that 
describe types of people as being homosexual. Put more simply, homosexuality and anatomical 
sex were not the socially relevant categories that the miners used to organize their social 
relations on the mines. While gendered homoeotic desire was not a meaningful term for any of 
the social actors represented in archival records, the phrase helps with the work of cultural 
translation that sexuality is unable to accomplish in this historical context. It juxtaposes the 
concepts and sentiments of the cultural frames that the African miners reference with those of the 
European colonial administrators and missionaries. While the miners’ statements highlight 
gender difference, the colonists and missionaries’ statements foreground the same-sex aspects of 
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these social relations. Thus, the terms help to describe the co-existence and co-emergence of 
multiple cultural fields of meaning about gender and sexuality without privileging either frame.  
From the miners’ perspective, the socio-sexual world in the mining compounds during 
the twentieth century was predominantly concerned with gendered roles and responsibilities, 
gendered forms of homosociality and homoerotic desire, and power, yet arguably nothing to do 
with sexuality.32 For one, making boys into wives, or izinkotshane, was not described in any of 
the miners’ affidavits as a true expression of the boys’ innate personalities or pathologies, as 
would have been true of the pervert, sodomite or homosexual. Their status as wives was more 
pragmatic, less existential. On one hand, for mine husbands, the making of wives out of boys 
was a logical response to the exigencies of the migrant labor system. Before women from rural 
areas started migrating en mass to urban South African settings during the 1960’s and 1970’s for 
permanent settlement, mineworkers were separated from their female wives in rural areas for six, 
nine or more months at a time. In this way, mine wives served a primarily social and, at times, 
sexual function for the mine husbands. For the mine wives, on the other hand, their status as 
women was a source of added material wealth, in addition to their meager mine contracts, that 
allowed them to build their homesteads and social status as men capable of maintaing a family at 
home in the rural areas. This additional wealth was obtained through bridewealth practices and 
payments, thus serving to enfold and implicate extended members of the mine wives’ families in 
rural areas within the pragmatic forms of gender identity and sexual personhood, being produced 
on the mines.  
Reinterpreting the 1907 Enquiry 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32  The mine wife phenomenon is a enduring set of gendered practices on the 
Witwatersrand mines and has been reported to have continued for most of the twentieth century, 
up until the late 1970s (Elder 2003; Moodie 2001; Moodie and Ndatshe 1994; Moodie, et al. 
1988; Ndatshe 1993; Sibuyi 1993) 
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In the roughly 130 pages of testimony recorded in the primary documents that make up 
the archival record of the 1907 Enquiry there is not one mention of the word sexuality, nor 
homosexuality or heterosexuality for that matter. Rather, terms and concepts such as ‘unnatural 
vice,’ ‘sodomy’ and ‘perversion’ are used exclusively. When this occurs it is primarily the 
colonial administrators and missionaries, not the African miners, who use them. The black mine 
workers typically use words like inkhotshane (meaning ‘wife of the mine’), lobola (payment of a 
bridewealth for an ikhotshane), ‘make use of boys,’ ukumetsha (thigh sex), etc. For instance, 
James Ngonyana, a Shangaan man from Mozambique, who was a teacher employed by the 
missionary Mr. Albert Weir Baker (Director of the South African Compounds and Interior 
Mission) was questioned during the enquiry. Mr. J. Glen Leary (Resident Magistrate of Zeerust) 
who had convened the enquiry, asked Mr. Ngonyana, "Do you know this practice "inkotshane"? 
Mr Ngonyana replied, "The men make love to the younger boys and sleep with them and use 
them as wives, lying with them from the front, between the thighs. I have never heard that there 
has been actual sodomy."33 In this way, it is not to say that black mine workers did not use terms 
like sodomy or unnatural vice. They clearly understood what they had meant and used them 
when responding to questions asked of them by Mr. Leary (Resident Magistrate of Zeerust) and 
Mr. H. M. Taberer (Native Affairs Department) – the conveners of the 1907 Enquiry. However, 
one can discern clear differences in conceptual valences and spaces when examining these two 
sets of terminologies.  
For one, unnatural vice, sodomy and perversion are all part of what Arnold I. Davidson 
has identified as an, at the time, nascent and only recently emerging psychiatric ‘style of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 NTS 10203 1/422 – South African National Archives. Affidavits from “Confidential 
Enquiry into Alleged Prevalence of Unnatural Vice Amongst Natives Employed in the Mines on 
the Witwatersrand,” 1st Day of Proceedings, January 18th, 1907 
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reasoning’ about sexual practices (Davidson 1996). Davidson argues that before the nineteenth 
century there were no such things as perverts, since the concept of perversion had not yet existed 
within a psychiatric scientific culture (Davidson 2001). And while on one hand, the sodomite as 
a type of criminal had existed in this time and space, on the other, ‘the homosexual’ as a type of 
person and a ‘species’ was yet to enter into the terms of widespread cultural intelligibility in 
South Africa, let alone Europe (Foucault 1990 [1978]). So while these colonial administrators 
and missionaries grasp for and stumble over an official idiom and language to describe these 
ostensibly abominable acts, the miners respond throughout the Enquiry to their questions with 
quite plain language and nonchalance. In particular, their responses outline a social world made 
up of actual people, not criminal types and, definitely not perverts. Mr. Ngonyana speaks of 
‘love’ for the boys that the ‘boss boys’ would take as mine wives. In an interview Vivenne 
Ndatshe conducted with a Pondo (Xhosa-speaking) mineworker, ‘Daniel,’ in Pondoland in 1982, 
recalling his experiences on the mines during the 1930s, he expressed the following about his 
mine marriage relationships:  
“When we went to the township we left our boys in the compound. But we never slept in the 
township, we just took a few hours with our girlfriends and then went back to our boys. We 
loved them better,” (Ndatshe 1993: 43) 
The terminologies of mine marriage were such that the mine bosses, the older men who took 
izinkhotshane were referred to as boss boys, while the wives were referred to as ‘boys’ and 
‘wives’ interchangeably.  
And while these statements demonstrate that there was clearly more than just an 
instrumental ‘use’ of wives as a form of sexual release for the boss boys, this does not mean that 
there were not also times where wives would be taken without the consent of the boys. 
Sometimes consent was coerced by boss boys and the boys they wanted to take were forced to 
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submit. In one case a young boy who did not want to be taken as a wife during his first ‘join’ on 
the mine complained to mine management. 34  The management did nothing and the boy 
eventually submitted to his boss boy’s advances (Moodie, et al. 1988). In the 1907 Enquiry 
affidavits, another Shangaan mineworker from Portuguese East Africa who worked for Mr. 
Baker doing ‘mission work’ described, " a practice of men going from compound to compound 
competing in dancing and thereby attracting boys who select them as their keepers."35 By 
comparing the statement of mineworkers of different ethnic groups and from different decades, 
we can see that the cultures of gendered homoerotic desire were quite complex and that it seems 
as if ethnicity had mediated how mineworkers constituted and inhabited the institution of mine 
marriage.  Without question, there are never types of persons referred to as homosexual or sexual 
relations understood as instances of homosexuality. Further, it is clear within the proceedings of 
the Enquiry as well as the existing historiography that describes these social worlds that shaped 
the event and archival inscriptions it produced, such concepts, like the homosexual and 
heterosexual as types of persons, or homosexuality or heterosexuality as forms of life, did not 
actually exist as possibilities of sexual personhood.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34 A ‘join’ is a contract entered into by a mineworker to work on the mines. Among 
ethnic groups, like the Zulu, Sotho, Xhosa and Mpondo, these joins typically lasted about 6 
months, and mineworkers would migrate back and forth to the labor-sending rural areas, or 
homelands. Among the Tsonga (Shangaan), from Mozambique, the joins were much longer, 
sometimes one or two years (Moodie, et al. 1988). Eventually towards the middle of the 
twentieth century, many mineworkers tended to cease migrating and became part of a rapidly 
growing urban black proletariat (Moodie and Ndatshe 1994).  
35 NTS 10203 1/422 – South African National Archives. Affidavits from “Confidential 
Enquiry into Alleged Prevalence of Unnatural Vice Amongst Natives Employed in the Mines on 
the Witwatersrand,” 1st Day of Proceedings, January 18th, 1907 
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From this brief reading of the cultural enactments of gendered homosociality, we can 
identify a form of gender plasticity.36 This is a radically different relation between sex and 
gender than that which is normatively mandated in contemporary South Africa within secular-
liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. Embedded in the statements of the mineworkers is an 
indelible notion: namely that it was not necessary for individual’s sex to align with that same 
person’s socially recognized gender in the context of the Witwatersrand mines. However, this 
style of reasoning about gender was not localized to only the mine compounds and mine culture 
at the turn of the twentieth century. The making of men into wives of the mine, was a normalized 
cultural as well as economic process, the knowledge of which extended into the black rural 
homelands where the migrant laborers had originated. Indeed there were economic reasons for 
boys to become wives of boss boys since they would receive lobola-like payments from their 
‘hubbys’ or ‘keepers.’  
As Moodie et al. have demonstrated (Moodie 2001; Moodie and Ndatshe 1994; Moodie, 
et al. 1988), these arrangements allowed mine wives to sometimes double their pay during their 
joins and helped them to build their umzi (homestead) back in the rural areas. Such arrangements 
were also known about in rural areas, but not spoken about – it was secret public knowledge 
where the money was coming from for building an umzi. Moodie demonstrates this process by 
citing an interview conduced by Vivenne Ndatshe with an Mpondo ex-minworker:  
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36 The notion of gender plasticity as I use it here is informed by George Chauncey’s 
historiographic account of the social category of ‘fairies’ (effeminate men). In particular, he 
describes the, “extraordinary plasticity of gender assignment in the culture in which the fairies 
operated, and the remarkable ease with which men could construct a public persona as a quasi-
woman or fairy,” (Chauncey 1994a: 56). Although I mobilize the concept of gender plasticity 
here, the way this plasticity was enacted and experienced, was radically different in ways that I 
have been exploring here. For instance, fairies were understood as an intermediate sex whereas 
the boys made into mine wives were clearly known by the boss boys not to be an intermediate 
sex. Thus, the gender plasticity of the mine wives was arguably more plastic than Chauncey’s 
fairies. 
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After nine months I had to go home. I had money and bought cattle. My father was a 
mine worker. He was surprised at the money I brought and said to me that no matter what 
I might say, he knew why I had the money (Moodie and Ndatshe 1994:248). 
In addition to this statement in the 1907 Enquiry, there are statements that indicate that families 
in rural areas at time openly consented for their boys to be taken as wives when on the mine.37 
Moodie et al. also reference an Mpondo mineworker interview from 1984 recalling experiences 
between the 1930’s to 1950’s that the remittances from the lobola earned by mine wives during 
their joins also helped to shift the burden for lobola from the wife’s clan:  
Before they all went to the mines the lobola used to be paid by the clan-people who 
would get together and each contribute some animal, either give or lend. Now the young 
man does it all himself. The old men are thus happy about youngsters going off to the 
mines (Moodie and Ndatshe 1994:249). 
The lobola these men received as wives of the mine, helped them to produce value for lobola 
payments for thier own wife at home, which helped them to build their umzi. Being a mine wife 
was therefore a temporary subject position, and one that supported a system of patriarchal 
dominance and inheritance in rural areas: “They agreed to play the part of ‘women’ in sexual 
activity in order more rapidly to become ‘men’ at home,” (Moodie and Ndatshe 1994:249). 
 It is clear how the institution of mine marriage shored up the norms of rural patriarchal 
cultures by way of using the value produced through mine labor and converting it to lobola. 
However, taking izinkhotshane enabled everyday male laborers, who were also temporarily 
women, to build their umzi on their own without necessarily needing to rely on their clans-people 
to collect enough money to pay for lobola. Such a dynamic afforded a greater level of 
independence with regard to enabling common men to accrue status through building an umzi in 
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37 NTS 10203 1/422 – South African National Archives. Affidavits from “Confidential 
Enquiry into Alleged Prevalence of Unnatural Vice Amongst Natives Employed in the Mines on 
the Witwatersrand,” 
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the context of patriarchal norms through gender non/conformity. This form of labor was grossly 
underpaid, part and parcel of what Achille Mbembe has described as an aesthetic of superfluity 
in a racist system of value expropriation (Mbembe 2008). However, within everyday existence of 
Mbembe’s macro-narrative, I want to suggest an interpretation that the increased independence 
of the mine wives in relation to preexisting cultural norms may have threatened the power 
structures supporting these very norms. In other words, it seems that black male laborers were 
able to increase their status relative to elite black Africans by engaging these norms through 
widely and tacitly accepted enactments of gender nonconformity through the institution of mine 
marriage.  
For example, Moodie et al. (1988) describes how the practice of taking izinkhotshane by 
men on the mines was not uniformly accepted across black society – and even though it was 
accepted among the mineworkers it was a tacit, unspoken acceptance. Specifically they mention 
that when commissioners on the Native Economic Commission asked one of these elite African 
social actors, A.W.G. Champion,38 about the prevalent practice of hlobongo (a Zulu word for 
‘thigh sex’) as part of the institution of mine marriage he affirmed that this was happening. In 
response to the commissioners interpretation that these practices were therefore not sodomy in 
the European terminology, Moodie et al. (1988) state that, “Champion was indignant, saying, ‘I 
do not know what is used among the Europeans; all I know is that this thing is very low among 
the natives – it is unspeakable.’” (232). Further, the authors argue that based on the archival 
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38 In Healther Hughe’s (2011) biography of John L. Dube, she reports that Champion was 
a clerk on the Crown Mines on the Rand, was the second president elected to the Transvaal 
Native Clerks’ Association, and was also a member of the Joint Council of Europeans and 
Natives, Johannesburg. These positions would have placed Champion in elite social circles 
during the early twentieth century. 
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documents that they consulted during the 1940’s about gendered homoerotic desire on the mines, 
out of the 120 reports they consulted, only one agrees with A.W.G. Champion’s stance.  
The other archival documents outline the support of mine marriages among black mine 
workers, particularly the boss boys, and that the institution was rarely, “challenged collectively 
or openly by blacks or proscribed by white authorities,” (Moodie et al. 1988: 241). Through this 
preliminary reinterpretation of the archival inscriptions there is a clear contradiction between 
how elite black Africans and black African mineworkers and their families and clans-people 
regarded the institution of mine marriage. It is not any surprise perhaps that about two decades 
after the 1907 Enquiry that we also see elite actors from rural Mpondo areas also speaking out 
against the institution of taking izinkhotshane. During a 1928 conference between government 
representatives of the Union of South Africa, the Tranasvaal Chamber of Mines, and the 
Transkeian Territories and Pondoland General Councils “Native Authorities” inspected the labor 
conditions of the mines. During the conference Mpondo Councilors from the Transkei had 
voiced opposition to the practices of mine marriage expressing fears that Mpondo miners would 
take up the practice.39 In Marc Epprecht’s historiography of the institution of mine marriage, he 
mentions that the Mpondo chiefs anxieties took the form of worries about contagion of the 
practice (Epprecht 2001). The trope of contagion runs throughout the documents of the 1907 
Enquiry. Like the Mpondo chiefs twenty years later, the colonial administrators and missionaries 
talk incessantly about which ethnic groups – ‘tribes’ in their parlance – is the practice most 
prevalent and whether it is spreading to other groups.  
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39 NTS 2091 213/280 – Report of a Conference between Representatives of the Union of 
South Africa, the Transvaal Chamber of Mines, and the Transkeian Territories and Pondoland 
General Councils, Johannesburg, 30th November, 1928. 
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Throughout these narratives there are two symbolic economies that have developed 
around the institution of mine marriage. One economy is organized by colonial administrators 
and missionaries who speak of ‘unnatural vice,’ ‘perversion,’ ‘sodomy,’ etc. These concepts will 
come to evolve into a psychiatric style of reasoning about gender, based on anatomical sex, and 
linked with homosexuality. Also interesting is the closeness of these precursors to psychiatric 
concepts and their conceptual and epistemological affinity with the underlying medical trope of 
contagion expressed within the colonial archive as well as the sentiments of the Mpondo 
Councilors. In this symbolic economy, I suggest that nascent secular-liberal and ethnic sexual 
ideologies can be seen to be developing, and are therefore thoroughly entwined with one another, 
co-emerging hand in hand. The second symbolic economy is that of the mineworkers and their 
families’ and contemporaries’ tacit knowledge of mine marriage. This second economy is 
organized by making men into women – thus discarding the primacy of the conceptual link 
between anatomical sex and gender – talk of love as well as coercion, lobola, and making an 
umzi with their family in rural areas. Structured by these two symbolic economies, the monopoly 
of power of “Native Authorities” over traditional African culture is contested by the emerging 
symbolic and material system of value production that is emerging on the mines. Interpreting the 
institution of mine marriage in this way, the practices of gender nonconformity expressed though 
mine marriage can be seen as inhabiting norms of male privilege, but putting them to unexpected 
ends including increased autonomy of proletarianizing workers vis-à-vis Native Authorities. This 
reading, then, proposes that mine marriages were a set of economic as well as cultural practices 
that troubled both of the dual despotisms of colonial political culture: one is a nascent liberal 
sexual ideology, while the others are nascent ethnic sexual ideologies. It also suggests that 
practices of gender nonconformity have a history in South Africa that require further historical 
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inquiry and elaboration. The analysis presented here should be considered provisional for the 
purposes of this dissertation as there are a number of details that could not be explored. I plan to 
conduct further historical research that will allow a more robust mapping of these symbolic 
economies and how they developed throughout the remainder of the twentieth century 
 This rest of this chapter will serve as cursory historical anthropology of how race and 
ethnicity have mediated the uneven emergence of sexuality as a meaningful concept for 
understanding social relations across South African society. I will explore how gendered 
homosociality and homosexuality have become implicated within one another across a number 
of cultural contexts during the twentieth century.40 This examination of the 1907 Enquiry into 
Unnatural Vice compared the main concepts and categories of archival inscriptions with existing 
sexual historiography. This provides an understanding of how gendered homosociality was 
juxtaposed with emerging discourses about unnatural vice, perversion and homosexuality among 
white colonial officials, mine owners and missionaries. I refrained from labeling the practices of 
taking mine wives, or izinkhotshane, as ‘homosexuality’ because miners did not use concepts 
like sexuality. I argue that it is necessary to foreground the concepts that the miners themselves 
use to organize and articulate their social worlds, such as gender. This type of historical 
ontological method will allow me to describe in later chapters how gendered homoerotic desire 
has reasserted itself as a largely ignored, suppressed, but centrally important sociocultural 
dynamic in contemporary political life in South Africa.  
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40 Due to time and resource limitations, the historical context provided here will be 
somewhat limited to historical reinterpretations and accounts that are necessary for developing 
the particular arguments presented in this dissertation. The authors of some of the historiography 
consulted as part of this chapter are currently privately holding the archival materials they 
consulted as part of their analyses. Unfortunately I was not granted access to these materials, 
which limited my ability to conduct historical research. I hope to be able to access these 
materials when developing this chapter for the book length monograph.  
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The Normativity of Gendered Homosocial Marriages 
 I now want to compare the historical inscriptions and accounts of mine marriages 
with how these marriages, and other forms gendered homosocial marriages, were viewed in 
black rural homelands and urban township settings.41 Archival and oral history data on how 
Native Authorities and people in everyday contexts in rural areas in South Africa understood the 
cultural significance of mine marriages is only available beginning from around the1930’s. For 
instance, I mentioned the November 1928 conference held between representatives of the Union 
of South Africa Governement, the Transvaal Chamber of Mines and the Transkeian Territories 
(white colonial administrators) and Pondoland General Councils (black Native Authorities).42 
One of the first orders of business of the conference was for the black Native Authority 
Councilors to voice their opposition to and address the existence of sodomy among the 
Pondoland miners on the Witwatersrand mines. Specifically, the Pondo Councilors raised the 
issue of same-sex practices in a register of ethnicity. They worried that Pondo miners were 
engaging in sodomy, which the Councilors blamed the “Portugeuese Natives” from what would 
become present-day Mozambique for having started. In response, Major H.S. Cooke, the 
Director of Native Labor, assured the Councilors that the practice of sodomy was “practically 
non-existent on the Gold Mines.”43  
The report available in the National Archives was only the minutes of the meeting and 
they are typed in English. It seems odd, however, that the concern of the Pondo Councilors was 
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41 I refer to these instances of gendered homosociality as mine marriage. In all archival 
inscriptions and existing historiography, individuals and historiographers refer to these social 
relations through the idiom of marriage.  
42  NTS 10203 1/422 – South African National Archives. Conference Report, 30th 
November, 1928. 
43  NTS 10203 1/422 – South African National Archives. Conference Report, 30th 
November, 1928, pg. 1. 
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specifically about sodomy, since it was unusual for sodomy to be discussed directly among black 
elites during this time. More typical was that black elites would denounce the set of practices 
known as taking mine wives. This was because it was widely known that evidence of sodomy 
within the mine marriages was thin and that any sexual practices that would take place between 
husband and mine wife was typically limited to thigh sex, or ukumetsha, as the miners referred to 
it (Moodie et al. 1988). In light of this, I suggest that it is more likely that the Pondo Councilors 
were asking the colonial administrators about the practices involved with taking mine wives. As 
Moodie et al. (1988) have argued, the mine wives were able to accumulate large enough sums of 
money through lobola exchanges as mine wives to the point that this shifted the power balance 
between young men working on the mines and their relations with older, higher status men, like 
the Pondo Councilors, in the rural areas.  
In this way, I argue that the inquiry into same-sex practices by the Pondo Councilors 
should not be interpreted as a concern over the practice of sodomy, which was hardly ever 
expressed by black South Africans. Rather, I suggest that their inquiry at this conference should 
be understood as a concern over the mode of gendered homosocial personhood through which 
young boys on the mines were able to accumulate wealth and build their homestead in rural 
areas, thus disturbing the balance of power and status that these elder Pondo Councilors had 
historically enjoyed over these young men. Additionally, the families of the young miners who 
stayed on the rural homesteads while the mine wives would work their joins on the mines were 
also subject to Native Authorities, like the Pondo Councilors. Moodie points out that these 
family members had full knowledge of and supported the mine marriages. Their support was due 
to the increased remittances that the mine wives would be able to send back to the rural areas due 
to the lobola payments made on the mines (Moodie 1994). In light of the miners’ families’ 
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knowledge of the mine marriages, these relationships should be understood as normative, not 
necessarily marginal to black proletarian social life during the twentieth century, particularly 
because these types of relationships endured up until the 1970s (Moodie et. al. 1988).  
Supplementing these accounts, there are also historiographical accounts that describe 
gendered homosocial marriages that were publicly known within the Durban township of 
Mkhumbane through the 1950’s until the 1970s (Edwards 1989; Louw 2001). The analysis 
provided here is limited by and dependent upon historiographical accounts by Ian Edwards and 
Ronald Louw and conversations I have had with Dr. Edwards himself. The material they drew 
upon for their analyses is not available in a public historical archive and I was not granted access 
to these privately held materials to analyze them. In these marriages, the feminine male partners 
of the homosexual pairing, known as isikhesana, would be dressed “up as Zulu maidens.” (Louw 
2001: 289). The masculine “active” partners of the homosexual pairing, known as iqenge, would 
then be joined with their isikhesana wives in marriage. According to Louw’s account, the 
weddings were an all-weekend affair. They would begin on a Saturday afternoon with a massive 
party consisting of more than 100 attendees and culminate with a wedding ceremony on the 
following Sunday afternoon.44  
Existing accounts of these marriages and gendered homosociality describe “interesting 
forms of polygamy,” where an iqenge’s wife from the rural areas who came to town, “might 
meet her husband’s isikhesana wife,” (Louw 2001:291) The isikhesana wife was considered the 
second wife in lieu of the iquenge’s wife from the rural areas. Additionally, the author’s 
informant states that the Mkhumbane community’s response to these marriages ranged from 
“enjoyment to derision,” and that the Bantu Affairs Office in Durban at KwaMuhle had 
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44 All of the details of these gendered homosocial marriages are culled from Ronald 
Louw’s historiographic chapter. 
 72 
knowledge of the events. However, because the attendees to the weddings paid a small fee to 
attend them, the Durban Municipal officials supported the events, since they were given half the 
proceeds from the wedding event organizers.  
These historical scenes stretch from the 1930s through the 1970s and indicate that 
gendered homoerotic and homosocial relationships were widely and normatively acknowledged 
among black groups in South Africa during the most of the twentieth century. My reading of this 
historical data contrasts starkly with the way in which homosexuality among white groups and 
populations was addressed at this time, which was typically through the idiom of pathology, 
criminality and sin. This brief analysis allows a historicization of the cultural meanings attributed 
to experiences of gendered homoerotic desire and homosociality among black South Africans. 
By exploring how historical inscriptions about experiences of gendered homoerotic desire and 
homosexuality differed by race and ethnicity, I argue that it is necessary to think gender along 
with sexuality with regard to black cultures in the South African context.  
 
Gendered homosociality also emerged within criminological discourses about sodomy 
and homosexuality during the mid-twentieth century. One set historiographic accounts focused 
on the homosexual practices of black prison populations, which the black miners in the 
Witwatersrand mining compounds themselves linked with the practices of taking izinkotshane 
(Achmat 1993; Elder 2003; Niehaus 2002). The narratives in these accounts link homosexual 
practices and gendered homosociality on the mines with those in prisons, which occurred 
through reference to a code of conduct that the miners referred to as imitheto wa Sakosi. This 
code literally translates as “the law of Sakosi” and was a set of precepts for proper ways of 
taking wives in both South African prisons as well as on the Witwatersrand mines. In the context 
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of the mines, this code of conduct thus served as a type of law or moral code that was used by 
miners to adjudicate mine marriages. It was also etymologically related to the forms and 
practices of gendered homosociality that was practiced among black South African prisoners.  
Sakosi was an actual person and was born as Nongoloza Mathebula, Sakosi was an 
infamous black gangster on the Witwatersrand during the early twentieth century who was well 
known for the homosexual practices that he and his gangs engaged in. For social historian 
Charles van Onselen (1982; 2008 [1984]), Sakosi served as an idealized historical figure who 
embodied the vexed relationship between the racial capitalism that conditioned the rise of the 
South African apartheid state and the anxieties it produced around “containing the wandering 
native” (Gillespie 2011). It is necessary to point out that black poverty, in the form of 
unemployment and homelessness, was embodied in the figure of the wandering native 
particularly in urban areas, such as Johannesburg and the Witwatersrand. While this figure was 
criminalized in a myriad of ways, homosexual practices of black South Africans vis-à-vis the 
apartheid state were of little disciplinary concern at the time. As I mentioned previously, it was 
only towards the end of apartheid, during the 1980’s, where the apartheid state begins to enforce 
laws against sodomy among black groups in order to intimidate enemies of the apartheid state 
(Botha and Cameron 1997). 
According to available archival legal documents, legal prosecution of sodomy primarily 
occurred among white and coloured groups during most of the twentieth century.45 When there 
were concerns of homosexual practices in archival records among black South African groups 
they were raised in contexts such as prison populations and the prevalence or spread of 
‘homosexuality’ and sodomy among black prisoners and miners. The medicalization of 
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45 AM 2853, Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action (GALA) – Sodomy Trials, Cape 
Archives, 1828-1961. 
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homosexuality also primarily took root within white populations (Gevisser 1994; Isaacs 1992; 
Retief 1994). Thus, a racial dynamic can be discerned between medical, legal and criminal 
discourses that differentially distribute meanings around gendered homosociality, sodomy and 
homosexuality. For instance, the enforcement of laws against sodomy and the medicalization of 
homosexuality were primarily enforced among white and/or coloured populations. Alternatively, 
among black populations, concern over the prevalence of homosexual practices tended to be 
limited to discourses that emerged within criminological management of homosexuality among 
already incarcerated black South African prison populations. Discourses regarding the ‘unnatural 
vice’ of sodomy and homosexuality among black prisoners and miners were expressly not 
organized around enforcing laws against sodomy among black populations in the general public, 
nor in these institutionally particular populations. In this reading, All of   
Taken together, these narratives indicate the necessity of developing a theoretical 
framework that can account for multiple, overlapping cultural fields of gender and sexual 
identities in contemporary South Africa. Through the historical evidence examined thus far, there 
seems to be a racial dynamic that differentiates what I have referred to as liberal and ethnic 
sexual ideologies. From these racially differentiated sexual ideologies, as black South Africans 
have come into contact with multiple cultural fields of gendered and sexual meanings they have 
juxtaposed different identities and forms of personhood to produce composite sexual 
subjectivities. I will explore two life histories of South Africans at the end of this chapter to 
demonstrate how this juxtaposition has been produced by an uneven emergence of concepts and 
categories of sexual personhood rooted in a psychiatric style of reasoning about sex, gender and 
sexuality across South African society. Such categories and social relations include 
heterosexuality, homosexuality, and transgender. This uneven sedimentation will thus be shown 
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to influence how liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies interact in contemporary contexts in the 
following chapters. Likewise, the raced differences in how sexuality emerges across medical and 
black cultures, which I explore in chapter 5, will link back to these life histories. All of the 
informant narratives and observations that I present in the following chapters have been 
influenced by the uneven historical emergence of the different forms of sexual and gendered 
personhood that I have preliminarily explored here.   
On Historical Ontology and Pragmatic Personhood 
 In the miners’ testimonies presented above it is clear that they were well aware of the 
fact that people can be made up – after all they were doing exactly that through the set of 
practices involved with taking izinkhotshane. The premise for my reinterpretation of the 1907 
Enquiry is that the accounts of black miners in the affidavits of the Enquiry should be taken 
closer to their word than they have in previous analyses. I argued that they should be interpreted 
within the terms and possibilities for gendered homosociality in this context that the miners 
represented in their testimonies and affidavits. Given this premise, I want to make concrete links 
between the categories they used to describe mine marriages with the meanings that practices of 
taking izinkhotshane were imbued with and the social relations that grew out of them. In doing 
this, one would have to conclude the following: that gender identities in the opening decades of 
the twentieth century on the mines of the Witwatersrand near Johannesburg were not indelibly 
linked to sex. The plastic relation between gender and anatomical sex described in available 
archival documents and oral historical accounts differs markedly from the strict, normative 
alignment between anatomical sex and gender within contemporary ethnic and liberal sexual 
ideologies in South Africa that I will explore in the ensuing chapters. 
 76 
In other words, given the conceptual and practical terms of reference for these miners, the 
wives of the mines were basically that – women – at least in a pragmatic sense. The historical 
data about the gendered homosocial marriages where the male wives of the townships were 
hierarchically subordinate to the female wives from rural areas indicates that these pragmatic 
forms of regendered wifehood were not considered equal to women who were anatomically 
female. In other words, categorically and socially the boys on the mines were inscribed as 
women, despite the materiality of their bodies, through a range of practices that included taking 
on wifely duties. Such duties included cleaning and washing their husbands’ clothes, cooking 
and accepting bridewealth payments for becoming wives. The plasticity and pragmatics of 
gendered personhood in this historical and sociocultural context has been documented by other 
anthropologists. John and Jean Comaroff have noted in their study of Tswana personhood that 
drew from field work that extended from the end of the mid twentieth century to the end of the 
1970s “selfhood and social status … was always negotiable … a constant work-in-progress” 
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2001: 269). Indeed, they drew upon Max Gluckman’s (Gluckman 
1963) work that claimed that such forms of pragmatic personhood were characteristic of all 
African societies at the time.  
Regardless of this evidence, some historians have described these same-sex, yet different 
gender, practices on the mines as a form of homosexuality (Achmat 1993; Epprecht 2001). Still 
others have been hesitant to attribute the label ‘homosexuality’ to the combination of sexual 
practices and gender identity, and the socio-sexual worlds they constituted (Moodie and Ndatshe 
1994; Moodie, et al. 1988). Notwithstanding these reservations, all of these historical accounts 
describe these narratives and sexual practices as “sexuality.” By doing so, these analyses 
implicitly describe the practices of this particular time and place using concepts, meanings and 
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social relations that did not exist for the individuals enmeshed in everyday social life on the 
mines. Due to the migrant labor system that was instituted throughout colonial southern Africa, 
life on the mines was inextricably linked to life in rural areas throughout the region. For this 
reason, mine marriages, and the gendered homosocial relations they expressed were also shaped 
by the gender and social norms of the various ethnic cultures and sensibilities that were brought 
to the mines through the migrant labor system.46 Thus, these analyses project sexuality as a 
transhistorical phenomenon, which scholars have demonstrated is not the case (Davidson 2001; 
Foucault 1990 [1978]; Laqueur 1990). In this way, existing sexual historiography of the 
experiences of these miners projects a style of reasoning (Davidson 1996) about the 
interrelationship of sex, gender and desire into a sociocultural context where sexuality, as form 
politics and sense-making about human behavior, did not yet exist in any meaningful way.  For 
the mine wives and their husbands their social relationships were defined primarily by gendered 
practices like lobola, cooking, and cleaning, not primarily by sexual practices, although these 
were part of the set of practices of being and taking mine wives. While most of the analyses in 
these historiographic texts clearly demonstrate that gender was an important ordering concept in 
these contexts, these texts tend to foreground sexuality where as gender is most clearly the 
predominant concept through which the individuals in these historical accounts articulate their 
socio-sexual relations.  
I follow Don Kulick in his arguments about the travesti in Brazil when he differentiates 
the Brazilian binary gender system from the Euro-American system. He argues that the Brazilian 
binary is anchored in different principles than the Euro-American binary. While the “Euro-
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46 In the materials that I consult as part of this historical analysis, the ethnicities that were 
represented predominantly throughout these documents included Shona (from Zimbabwe), 
Shangaan (from Mozambique), Zulu, Xhosa, Pondo, Fengu and Sotho. 
 78 
American gender system is based on anatomical sex, the gender system that structures travestis’ 
perceptions and actions is based on sexuality” (Kulick 1998:227 emphasis in original). For 
Kulick, sexuality is the sexual practices and the sexual desire travesties describe between 
themselves and other masculine Brazilian men. One’s role in sexual intercourse determines their 
gender. If one is penetrated during sex they are “not man,” whereas if they do the penetrating, 
they are a “man.” Here, the gender binary is not man / woman; it is man / not man. In the context 
of South Africa, the ethnic sexual ideologies that I am trying to historicize seem to based upon a 
gender binary that is not based upon either anatomical sex or sexuality. Rather, I argue that this 
gender binary is based simply on gendered social practices. In all of the historical evidence 
presented thus far, women are women and men are men based on their social roles and practices. 
The mine wives are not wives based upon the fact that they have ukumetsha or sodomy practice 
upon them. They are mine wives, first and foremost due to their socially relevant classifications 
and practices. It is hard to know how this worked specifically in the context of the Durban 
townships between the 1950s and 1970s, however, it seems that the gender binary was also in 
large part determined not by anatomical sex, but rather by socially relevant gender comportment.  
The difference regarding the basis from which the gender binary is developed between 
liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies was demonstrated during a conversation I was having about 
my research with a philosopher and university lecturer in 2011, who is also a well-known LGBT 
activist in South Africa. I mentioned that I was interested in exploring how the history of gender 
nonconformity and sexuality created cultural differences in the experiences of gay and lesbian 
sexualities along lines of race and class. I specifically mentioned that when I examined the 
archival data regarding mine wives, that, in 150 pages of documents, not once was the term 
‘sexuality’ mentioned. In response he told me, “all the historical inquiries on black miners and 
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black gay marriages in the townships show one thing: that gay sexuality has been around in 
South Africa for quite some time no matter what people called it. To argue otherwise is to cede 
ground to traditionalists that maintain that homosexuality is un-African.”47 These sentiments are 
not uncommon in this context. There are so many online activist blogs, some ostensibly 
academic, as well as academic texts that speak of the existence of ‘homosexuality’ in ‘ancient 
Africa’ that there are too many to list.  
However, the collection of academic essays in Murray and Roscoe’s Boy Wives and 
Female Husbands: Studies in African Homosexualities is one of these oft cited, yet dubiously 
researched and interpreted collections (1998). Some of the essays in this collection are useful if 
considered as historical texts, but considered as careful historicization of preexisting sexual 
ideologies, the collection is sorely lacking. Joseph Massad has leveled similar critiques at Arno 
Schmitt and Stephen O. Murray and Will Roscoe’s work on Muslim same-sex desire pointing 
out that titling their book Islamic Homosexualities  “is indicative of their limited knowledge of 
Muslim societies (since ‘Islamic’ is an adjective referring to the religion Islam while ‘Muslim’ 
refers to people who adhere to it, it is unclear how ‘Islam,’ the religion, can have a 
‘homosexuality,’ let alone ‘homosexualities’)” and that “the language-based errors and mistakes 
in both Schmitt’s and Roscoe and Murray’s books are too many to list here” (Massad 2008:170-
71). Likewise, the reinterpretation I conduct in this chapter acknowledges the influence of less 
careful explorations of the historical data that are used to make ideological claims within both 
liberal and conservative traditionalist discourses in contemporary South Africa. A cursory 
internet search will bring up more than enough examples to demonstrate that the idea expressed 
by the philosopher-activist above is quite popular.  
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47 Field notes 2011 
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However, despite the notion’s popularity, it contradicts actual archival inscriptions that 
are available and the life history accounts I explore later in this chapter. In fact, these types of 
sentiments are almost always mentioned in public discourse when individuals are attempting to 
counter conservative ethnic sexual ideological arguments that homosexuality is un-African. It is 
understandable that liberal thinkers and individuals would want to cite the existing sexual 
historiography and make reference to the historical existence of homosexuality in South Africa. 
However, such statements directly contradict and distort the historical record and do more to 
forward a problematic political position in the present than they have anything to do with how 
black South Africans represent themselves in either historical accounts or in contemporary 
contexts. 
To label the constellation of practices that were performed under the sign of taking an 
inkotshane, or mine marriage, ‘homosexuality’ is to misrecognize the reality and particular 
sociocultural textures of these mine relationships. Firstly, the mine relationships were not 
understood by the miners themselves as the pronouncement of some deep, innate personal desire 
that needed to be given true expression. As Moodie et al. have argued (1988), these marriages 
were largely rooted in the day-to-day economic and social realities of a migrating and urbanizing 
black proletariat. Being a wife of the mine was a temporary affair, and one that, upon reaching a 
certain age, would cease to be a possibility, at which point, taking a wife, or making another man 
into a woman would determine the gendered subject position of the mine worker. Secondly, the 
implicit meaning trafficked through the concept of homosexuality and the notion of the 
homosexual is that the desire upon which this subject acts is a desire of someone of the same 
anatomical sex. Again, in the case of the miners, the anatomical sex of the mine wives is effaced 
in lieu of foregrounding their perceived and enacted gender. In this way, by taking the miners at 
 81 
their word and interpreting their descriptions in the conceptual register with which they offered 
them, I argue that foregrounding gender in the description of instances of homoeroticism on the 
mines makes the most sense according to the ideas immanent to that historical context. 
Gendered Customary Relations in Life History Narratives 
 Beyond the inscriptions of homosexual relations and gendered homosexual desire I found 
in archival documents, I collected life histories from a number of black gay, lesbian, gender 
nonconforming and straight South Africans. I want to focus on two of these narratives because 
the experiences they convey illustrate the existence of multiple cultural fields of meaning about 
gender and sexuality and how individuals have come into contact with these symbolic realities, 
drawing upon them in order to enact complex sexual subjectivities that are sutured together from 
coexisting spheres of meaning and significance. I present these histories in two ways. To begin, I 
introduce the interview, summarizing information about their individual upbringing and other 
biographical information that is important for interpreting the part of the interview that I want to 
focus on for the purposes of understanding aspects of gender non/conformity. This second part I 
present as an extended excerpt from the interview so that their direct responses can be presented 
as they occurred. 
 I begin with Nomzamo’s story. I met Nomzamo through an informant who was working 
with a sex worker advocacy organization. During our interview, Nomzamo identified himself a 
female-bodied man and also a sex worker. When we met in 2010 he was 34 years old. Nomzamo 
was born a girl in 1978 and grew up in one of the township areas that he described as a, “corrupt 
location … not corruption like stealing or whatever, but it was a political base,” meaning it was a 
base of ANC political activism in the Durban area. He described the atmosphere of the township 
as having, “too much politics when I was growing up until democracy came [in 1994]. I stayed 
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where the road says...they call this road 'Gun town' because … [it was known as a place] for 
politicians and others … everything what happened started there, and then spread for all 
locations.”48 He grew up in a four-room house, among a household of between ten and twelve 
people. This included two brothers and two sisters, his mother and any number of aunts, uncles 
and cousins, depending on who needed a home in their extended family at the time, but he did 
not grow up with her father. As he became older, his eldest brother had left for Lusaka to go train 
with the ANC in exile as part of the anti-apartheid struggle. This left Nomzamo’s household 
without an elder male, so his mother was forced out of the house and into a shack next to the 
house. His uncle had taken the house over as property for reasons that he described as due to 
“cultural” practices and norms that recognize the uncle’s ownership of the house due to the 
absence of the first-born male son and that the mother was unmarried and unemployed. For these 
reasons, it was thought that his mother would be unable to keep up the house.  
Nomzamo had a husband when he was younger. They were both politically involved in the 
ANC Youth League (ANCYL). At that time (during the late 1980’s), Nomzamo was also getting 
involved in political programs for women as well, specifically in the ANC Woman’s League. 
Given Nomzamo’s relationship with the husband, I asked him whether Nomzamo was attracted 
to women at the time. Here are a number of excerpts from our interview where Nomzamo 
describes the economic and cultural context in relation to his sexual desire and attraction to 
women.49 
Kirk: Were you also attracted to women? 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
48 The term ‘locations’ is an English translation for the term ‘ikasi,’ which is the Zulu 
term for a township. Ikasi literally translates as ‘location’ but it’s meaning when uttered by a 
Zulu speaker is meant to refer specifically to a township. 
49 Interview with Nomzamo, July 2010, Cape Town, South Africa. Unfortunately the 
interview was conducted in English since I was not proficient enough in my Zulu language skills 
to conduct the interview in Zulu. 
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Nomzamo: Ja, because me I know. To be involved in this man, it was happening like this, it 
was not my aim but I was needing a support to someone who's working, because I have 
to drop out of school now. My mother expecting me... 
 
Kirk: Do you mean after high school? 
 
Nomzamo: Ja, because my mother was getting...I was supposed to do my standards. When 
we go back home there was no one really to pay electricity, water, do this...buy grocery. 
My father was not there for us, and my small sisters and my small brother need to go to 
school, and my mother don't have job, and she's got problem of feet. When she walks, 
she'll go to work and she's got problem of foot, she can't walk. So I have to drop at 
school. So I involved with the man. And this man gets paid every week, and then he was 
the one who was supporting my family, doing everything for my family. So we end up 
having two kids. 
 




Kirk: This is before you left Durban? 
 
Nomzamo: Mm (agrees). And then (coughs) I leave him now, after I’m starting to be 
bold...22 years, 23 years now, trying to find work and job, and do something else... 
Because, it was not all about loving that man. All about abuse, and I don't love him. I 
don't feel him, you see? Ja.  
 
Kirk: Okay. And so did you ever...were you ever involved with women during that time? 
 
Nomzamo: I was using to go to Lamonti when we have got small fights. When we pass 
home, I go home, change skirts, put jeans, and then I will come when I'm tired, come 
back and become wife, you see? 
 
Kirk: So tell me more about what would happen when you would take a break from your 
husband?  
 
Nomzamo: Ja, I'm going to another girls there by Lamonti that I know, we used to meet... 
Started by smoking... 
 
Kirk: What's Lamonti? 
 
Nomzamo: Lamonti is another location, where ladies who are feeling they are feeling like 
same-sex, it's open, it’s like you free. So I go there, they are staying together in a four-
room house and other places. 
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Interviewer: How did the women in this group talk about themselves? How did you all talk 
about yourselves? Did you talk about yourselves as lesbians? As women? 
 
Nomzamo: No, what we was...If you feel like a man, I'm a man. And you can't tell me 
anything. I'm a man. And our jokes, it was really that I am the way I am, I am, and the 
way I feel...It is and most of that time, talking like, "let's go to, there is some nice ladies 
there." Yeah I want to married, but me myself, I was a ...I was less, yes I feel other 
woman but not to be married. Yeah. Not like to married or staying together. Like others, 
like say, I’m gonna marry who, or stay together, we're gonna...It was not heavy but I was 
having fun to feel like a man, as I feel now, like a man. I'm a man now. I do have friends 
but I'm...we not staying together and it's confidential she is a...She's got two, two 
[bisexual]. She feel a man. She feel a woman. 
 
As this was one of my earlier interviews while in the field, my line of questioning aligns 
more with my Euro-American grounding of gender in anatomical sex and presuppositions about 
the primacy of sexual desire, or sexuality. When reading Nomzamo’s responses, it is clear he is 
attempting to reference a different mode of understanding about the relation of sex, gender and 
sexuality. For Nomzamo, it is clear that his experience of gender is more focused on trying to 
find others like himself who despite their female anatomies and sexual desires comport, and 
understand themselves and are regarded by others socially to be men. For instance when I ask 
her about how he and the other female-bodied men saw themselves, she redirects my question. 
Instead, she foregrounds a description of the pleasure he and his friends derived from being men 
amongst themselves. At the end of the excerpt, when he is describing his current partner, he has 
difficulty finding the terms to describe them to me but describes their gendered personhood as 
both being male and female. I provisionally interpret this as bisexual since he is describing her 
sexual subjectivity in terms of sexual desire, or sexuality, in place of gendered comportment and 
gender role. 
 Now I want to turn to a particular section of a life history interview I conducted with 
Fokaza. I met him as part of my research with the global health clinical research site in Cape 
Town. He was part of an HIV clinical trial that was enrolling men who have sex with men, or 
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MSM, in order to test the prophylactic effects of taking HIV ARVs to prevent HIV infection. 
The prophylactic use of ARVs was being tested for use in a new HIV prevention intervention 
known as preexposure prophylaxis, or PrEP (see chapter 6). Fokaza had grown up in the rural 
Eastern Cape and was born in 1961. Once he was old enough to work, at age 15 he signed up for 
his first ‘join’ on one of the mines on the Rand in 1976 as he needed to find work in order to help 
support his family. Like many of his contemporaries of the time, Fokaza was part of a large 
migration of black South Africans who were moving to urban areas and settling there 
permanently in a process of rapid urbanization during the middle decades of the twentieth 
century. Fokaza worked in the mines from 1976 until 1999, ages 16-38, after which he moved to 
Cape Town. Fokaza had described being a boss boy and that he had taken a mine wife during his 
time on the mines. He didn’t mention that he was a mine wife himself when he was younger.  
During our interview I had asked him about growing up in the rural Eastern Cape, before 
he had moved to Johannesburg to work on the mines. In particular, I had asked him questions 
about isitabane, or stabne, which are both Zulu and Xhosa terms used to describe someone who 
is intersex. I analyze the category of stabane further in chapter 4. For now, I present Fokaza’s 
understanding of the term’s meaning and his recollections about the status of stabane in the area 
during his youth. The cultural meanings produced and conveyed through stabane have changed 
between the 1970’s when he was a child in the rural Eastern Cape and these changes are 
analyzed in-depth in the next chapter.50 His recollections of stabane would likely be filtered 
through his adult understanding of stabane as well as influenced by his childhood memories of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 Interview with Fokaza, Cape Town, 2010. This interview was conducted in Xhosa and 
English. Xhosa was the translator’s first language and they were fluent in both Xhosa and 
English. The interview was transcribed and translated by someone who had Xhosa as a first 
language and were also fluent in both English and Xhosa. The interview excerpts presented here 
are the translated responses from the interview. 
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this figure, which may have not been thoroughly informed. However, other informants during 
my field research tended to talk about past remembrances of stabane using less stigmatized terms 
like “gay” in order to present these marginal individuals in a culturally respectful idiom. 
However, as Fokaza indicates in his narrative, stabane did not seem to always seem to indicate a 
derogatory meaning. Thus, the re-coding that informants have performed may be the result of 
current dominant derogatory usages of stabane since they might assume I would project 
contemporary meanings into the past they were trying to depict.  
Kirk: Okay, and so what did that mean for people who were labeled stabane? How were they 
treated and what happened to them? 
 
Fokaza: They were just in love with their partners. 
 








Kirk: Was it different in the mines compared to maybe at home? Can you talk more about 
how you remember knowing or seeing a stabane when you were growing up? 
 
Fokaza: When growing up if ever any of the kids they were playing with somebody called 
stabane, I guess it was just the difference between girls and boys or … but the 
community didn’t really have anything negative towards the intersex child. 
 
Kirk: Did stabane … were they able to be circumcised?51 How did that work? I mean could 
this person be involved in like the playing at the river and things like that with other 
people like what you were describing earlier yesterday, when you talked about playing 
with guys and girls separately. How did that happen how did that work for them? 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51  It is typical for Xhosa men to be circumcised. Not every boy chooses to get 
circumcised, but it is a normative belief that if a boy is not circumcised, he remains a boy and is 
not seen as a man, normatively speaking, in the eyes of others in the community. The reason I 
asked this Fokoza this question is because for the other self-identified gay men who I 
interviewed in the same group of clinical trial participants, the issue of circumcision was 
extremely important to understanding how notions of sex, gender and sexuality were negotiated 
by Xhosa subjects (see chapt 3). 
 87 
 
Fokaza: (laughing) No! Never was any sort of anybody that was intersexed would go for 
circumcision. 
 
Kirk: Okay. And then so what did that mean for them in the community? 
 
Fokaza: Anything that was happening in the community, they were included, but things like 
circumcision they were not. 
 
Kirk: And so how did umm, a lot of times like in various ceremonies the men and women 
would do different things. Do you remember how stabane were included in ceremonies 
where there were things for men to do and things for women to do?  
 
Fokaza: How it was that intersexed were included is that I guess what hormones dominate 
more would make you how you feel and then you would be included in that sex group. 
 
Kirk: Okay, so there would be decisions made by which of the two groups the stabane would 
go with? 
 
Fokaza: The stabane goes with how one was raised up in the family if people see them as a 
woman or see them as a man. 
 
In my interview with Fokaza, he describes the figure of stabane in the context of rural 
social life in a Xhosa village during the 1960’s and 1970’s. We can interpret a number of 
findings about such a figure from his statements. One of which is that there seemed to be a 
culturally intelligible category for an intersex person in rural Xhosa social life. It seems unclear 
however, if this figure in fact represented someone who was intersex or if they were considered 
someone who was gender nonconforming. This conundrum remains within the inadequacies of 
the interview, but is one of the reasons that I find it necessary to represent stabane as an instance 
of gender nonconformity rather than ‘gender liminality’ as Amanda Swarr has described what 
she calls the, “radical situation of stabane,” (2012: 184). In Fokaza’s description of stabane, 
rather than liminal, the situation of stabnae seems to be normatively accommodated within rural 
social life by being rendered as feminine or masculine depending on how the family regards and 
raises them. In this way, such a position is not necessarily liminal as it has become in the 
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contexts of urban cosmopolitanism that Swarr describes in contemporary urban township 
settings. This is a dramatically different historical and cultural context than that described by 
Fokaza.  
As I argue in the following chapters, such a context is one that is marked by the 
dominance of a liberal sexual ideology as well as multiple other ethnic sexual ideologies. 
Throughout the following chapters I offer ethnographic descriptions and theoretical 
interpretations for understanding the complexity of gender and sexuality in contemporary South 
Africa. I argue that this complexity is only able to be adequately apprehended through the lens of 
contrasting the concept of the fluidity of a cultural field with variable meanings attributed to 
gender and sexuality, on one hand, and the emergence of a sexual ideology that relies upon 
ossified notions of culture, on the other. Without this type of interpretive framing, the complex 
variability of meanings produced around gender and sexuality, such as is the case with the figure 
of stabane presented, one may oversimplify the multiple cultural fields of gender and sexual 
experience and identities that provide the basis for composite forms of sexual subjectivity and 
personhood available to and enacted by black South Africans. 
To conclude I want to briefly comment about traveling theory, commenting briefly about 
what kind of theories about gender and sexuality travel and why. In a recent issue of GLQ, a 
number of scholars paid tribute to Gayle Rubin’s now famous essay Thinking Sex (Love 2011). 
In the issue, Neville Hoad makes a set of comments in his essay in the collection: 
I would like to suggest that the form our gratitude should take for those of us who work 
inside and outside the modern West, which given the unevenness of the political 
economy of global capitalism might be all of us, is to hang on to the essay’s central 
impulses, to ask the questions of the connections between sex and politics, and to learn 
something perhaps about the nature of theory itself. Rubin’s essay reminds us that theory 
is produced in and out of a space-time, with political allegiances to that space-time, and 
that while any theory of sexuality risks reifying and universalizing its space-time, it can 
be adapted, reworked, and embraced as it travels, and travel it will. (Hoad 2011: 123) 
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What Hoad seems to be saying is that in the spirit of Rubin’s essay we should question the 
conditions of circulation of this particular theory. For my purposes here, I take up Hoad’s advice 
and ask, why has Thinking Sex travelled so widely? To develop the theory of sexual ideology 
developed in this dissertation, I rely on the notion of the sex/gender system developed by Gayle 
Rubin’s other, oft less cited and circulated essay, The Traffic in Women (Rubin 1975). This essay 
has been further supplemented by Rosalind Morris to diagnose two sex/gender systems, one of 
three sexes and the other of four sexuality, in the Thai context (Morris 1994). Fokaza’s 
understanding of stabane in the life history narrative presented must be taken on its own terms as 
part of a Xhosa sexual hierarchy (Rubin 1999[1984]) that is clearly present before the emergence 
of a set of liberal categories that make up a different, liberal sexual hierarchy and one that is 
primarily referenced within analyses that reference Thinking Sex while ignoring The Traffic in 
Women. What if we were to think and circulate these texts together? In South Africa, I will 
demonstrate how the Xhosa and other ethnic sexual ideologies have persisted throughout the 
twentieth century and into contemporary contexts with their own gendered meanings and sexual 
subjectivities. They have done so alongside the emergence of a dominant liberal sexual ideology. 
As such, I argue that any theory of gender and sexuality here, or any other society for that matter, 
would need to consider how the coexistence and co-emergence of multiple fields of cultural 
meaning about gender and sexuality occurs.  
While Thinking Sex is undoubtedly an important essay on the study of gender and 
sexuality, the much less cited and circulated essay The Traffic in Women is where Rubin 
develops the notion of a sex/gender system and argues for multiple sexual ideologies across 
variegated cultural contexts. Therein lies what I think is best understood as a cultural conundrum. 
Between the uneven circulation of these two texts – these traveling theories – lies two different 
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trajectories of cultural analysis and interpretation that I will explore and develop throughout this 
dissertation. Whereas Thinking Sex gets scholars and activists to think about how a cultural field 
becomes ideologically naturalized, The Traffic in Women gets people to think about how 
multiple sex/gender systems, or sexual ideologies, become ideologically naturalized and 
hierarchized in a social field populated by competing cultural fields. Within gender and sexuality 
scholarship in South Africa there has been much value produced within LGBTQ and other sexual 
rights organizing that is indebted to Rubin’s Thinking Sex (Hoad 2011). However, despite these 
debts, narratives like Nomzamo and Fokaza’s as well as many others that I describe and explore 
in the remaining chapters seem to be produced as suppressed presences in political and academic 
discourses by only thinking sex with one hierarchy; or, better yet, with one ideology. Perhaps we 
should think with many hierarchies and ideologies. I would like to consider what it might mean 
that the theory produced and circulated though Thinking Sex has had such a more prolific social 
life than the theory produced and circulated through The Traffic in Women. My provisional and 
only partial answer is that I believe it has to do with the relation between cultural hegemony, 
ideologies and epistemologies and the political economy of each. This is why through the 
remainder of this dissertation I will consider the experiences of gender and sexuality of field 




CHAPTER THREE – AUTHENTICATING (HOMO)SEXUALITY: ETHNO-SEXUAL 
POLITICS AND CULTURAL AUTHENTICITY IN SOUTH AFRICA 
 
But I believe that we as gay guys have to take a stand. We need to move away 
from the fact that society [crucifies us] – what is society going to think? Who 
is society after all? If there is such a thing as society we all society then! We 
are all human, we are all equal, as they say. We all have the same rights. So 
why is it that, I, the gay person, is going to be undermined, due to my sexual 
orientation as for the straight person is going to be treated with respect and is 
going to be praised for doing something stupid like killing people out there or 
having ten girlfriends. As for me, I’m living life on the legitimate side where I 
wake up each day, I go to school, I mind my own business, but I still get 
crucified for it. (my emphasis) 
Mavuso, 21 year old Xhosa gay male52 
 
… a more radical and constitutive possibility is always haunting society – the 
dissolution of the social fabric … the only too real possibility of its radical non 
being.          
Ernesto Laclau, The Death and Resurrection of the Theory 
of Ideology 
 
The notion of authenticating sexuality may sound like a contradiction in terms. What 
could be more authentic, true, and right than desire? Despite the seemingly self-evident nature of 
desire, ongoing heated public debates regarding the naturalness and cultural legibility of 
sexuality indicate that it is anything but a transparent aspect of cultural life in any society. I open 
this chapter with two theorists from the South as each question forms of cultural authority and 
the authenticity of the ever-changing social. They ask, “whose ‘authenticity’ is it, anyway?” 
Cultural tourism is an obvious case in point: one person’s authentic cultural experience is 
another’s cultural commodification (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009; Meiu 2009). As Edward Said 
has argued the principle methodological devices at hand to study cultural authority are those of 
“strategic location [and] … strategic formation” (Said 1994[1979]:20). In Said’s formulation, 
strategic location is a descriptive analysis of the author’s position with regard to a specifically 
Orientalist set of materials or discourses. On the other hand, strategic formation, is an analytical 
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52 Interview with Mavuso, July 2010, Cape Town, South Africa 
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account of how a group of texts are related to one another and an exploration of why formations 
of intertextuality acquire a certain mass, value and force. In this chapter, I try to explain how 
social actors engage with discourses of cultural authenticity by describing their strategic 
locations and the discursive formations they draw upon to produce these strategic locales. I am 
interested in the stratagems they use to try to bolster as well as undermine the legibility and 
legitimacy of experiences of gender and sexuality as authentically African. 
Mavuso questions the constitution of the social that attempts to efface him for his sexual 
identity just as Argentinian political theorist Ernesto Laclau has refuted the idea of society as 
totality. Mavuso states that it is not enough that he is living his life legitimately, as he says, going 
to school and minding his own business. More than twenty years after the end of apartheid, his 
status as a gay man is an enduring antagonism to the integrity of South Africa’s social fabric in a 
way that a straight person being promiscuous and committing serious crimes, such as murder, is 
not. It is significant that Mavuso references that he lives life according to the laws of the 
Constitution, while simultaneously being cast as illegitimate in the eyes of heterosexist and 
traditionalist interpretations of customary laws by “straight black guys” later on in our interview. 
He eloquently articulates what other anthropologists argue are perduring, “real-life, 
pragmatically-wrought tensions between the Constitution and the Kingdom of Custom in the 
‘new’ South Africa,” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2003:453). From his statements, it is clear that 
Mavuso feels he inhabits a marginalized and embattled subject position in some sectors of Xhosa 
cultural life. He marks his strategic location as that which is antagonistic of the post-apartheid 
social milieu where both rights based on sexual orientation and something commonly understood 
as authentic Xhosa culture coexist. Both sexual and cultural rights and are protected by the 
constitution in an uneasy, unresolved, and perhaps unresolvable tension. This social friction 
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exposes the contingent openness and radical non-being (or becoming) of South African society, a 
closure of which Laclau has argued will never come. I propose that it is this societal and 
individual becoming that Mavuso’s self-theorization of antagonistic embattlement is 
paradigmatic of. 
 Cultural authentic sexuality is unlike psychiatric discourses of homosexuality originating 
in the Euro-American west (Davidson 2001), that were themselves shaped within a context of 
colonial conquest, notions of racial hierarchy, and social Darwinism (Hoad 2000; Stoler 1995). 
Such discourses couch moral outrage about homosexuality and lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and queer (LGBTQ) individuals within an idiom of pathology and normativity. On 
the other hand, authenticity is driven by cultural logics that actively separate the dominant center 
from the silenced margin, thus determining the limits of cultural legibility. For instance, 
culturally authentic sexuality has less to do with whether sexual desire is pathological and more 
to do with whether a set of bodily practices (like homosexual behaviors) is made public through 
LGBTQ social identities. Political contestations about the cultural authenticity of homosexuality, 
therefore, are driven by anxieties about who has the power to determine which corporealized 
identities are culturally legible and legitimate. Claims to cultural authenticity care less about the 
true nature of an individual’s sexual desire than they do with the naturalization of publicly 
legible performances of sociosexual relations. These discourses work to marginalize LGBTQ 
groups from experiences of full citizenship in the current post-apartheid sociopolitical 
dispensation and have been articulated primarily along lines of ethnic difference through racial 
discourse and vice versa.  
Case Study: Ethno-Sexual Ideologies as Political Spectacle 
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Sexual rights organizations in South Africa and queer anthropological accounts of gender 
nonconformity and sexuality globally have deemphasized ethnicity and to a lesser degree race. 
Nonetheless, ethnic politics have emerged as a potent force in post-apartheid sexual politics. 
Given the relative silence on the customary in academic and NGO discourses on ethno-sexuality, 
these discourses have been monopolized by traditional leaders, thus limiting discussion of the 
customary in ethno-sexuality to a conservative tribalism. To explore these dynamics, I turn to my 
first case study. Late one balmy summer morning in February 2011, just around a year into my 
field research in South Africa, I arrived at a television studio in the affluent northern suburbs of 
Johannesburg. I was invited to the taping of a staged debate that was soon to be globally 
televised on the BBC World Service. The debate was sponsored by the human rights non-
governmental organization (NGO) Open Society Initiative for Southern Africa (OSISA) as part 
of their portfolio of work on supporting lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) rights in the 
region. I was flattered to have received an invitation from an LGBTQ student organization based 
at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits). The show was produced by a production company 
based in Johannesburg, South Africa, and was scheduled to be broadcast globally via satellite TV 
and radio service. The event was titled “The Big Debate: Is Homosexuality Un-African?”53 To 
many field respondents I spoke with the answer to this kind of rhetoric was ‘no.’ Perhaps a more 
unsettling question would be: “Is heterosexuality un-African?” The fact that individuals who 
espouse homophobic nationalist sentiments never ask this second question points to a set of 
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53 The edited version of the television show was aired three times on BBC World News 
Television and twice on BBC World Service Radio in March 2011. The website where the edited 
version of the debate is posted (mybigdebate.com) includes links to English, French and 
Portuguese versions, thus making such a debate accessible to a pan-African audience and 
marking the existence of a pan-African public. This particular debate was supported by a number 
of transnational philanthropic organizations that focus their funding and programs on supporting 
organizations committed to promoting and the securing sexual and human rights of LGBT 
groups and populations. 
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contradictions that condition how homosexuality, and queerness more generally, have become 
tied to discourses of cultural authenticity across the African continent.  
Of course the purpose of asking rhetorical questions is not to elicit a response, but rather 
to produce an effect. In this case, the effect of the first question was the staging of a number of 
seemingly divergent viewpoints that crowded around two opposed positions regarding the 
cultural authenticity of homosexuality within African modernities. Put simply, one position is 
that homosexuality is a legitimate form of personhood within African cultures, while the other 
position denies the legitimacy of homosexuality as ‘authentically’ African. The desired effect of 
the second question is to draw attention to the over-simplification that occurs by casting the 
complexity of everyday socio-sexual relations in contemporary South Africa into a binary 
debate. The value of constituting this binary arguably eases its commodification, facilitating its 
circulatory ease through global mass media channels. In this paper I will focus on how these two 
opposed, binary positions, actually consist of a multiplicity of contradictory viewpoints and have 
emerged as part of multiple cultural – which is also to say sexual and ethnic – ideologies.  
The BBC World Debate consisted of a town hall-type format featuring a diverse cross-
section of pan-African intellectuals, university students, academics, politicians, and activists. 
This range of attendees were represented among the five panelists as well as seated throughout 
the studio audience, which numbered around 100. The panelists included Paula Akugizibwe, a 
poet and a Rawandan national who was working with the AIDS Rights Alliance for Southern 
Africa nongovernmental organization (NGO) at the time; David Bahati, the Ugandan member of 
parliament and author of the Anti-Homosexuality Bill of 2014; Eusebius Mckaiser, a well known 
South African gay rights activist and lecturer at an elite South African university; former 
Botswana President Festus Mogae; as well as Sideeqah Tunde-Lawal who was a leader of the 
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Ansar-Ud-Deen Youth Association of Nigeria. In addition to these panelists, the audience was 
made up of a number of individuals who worked in what informants regularly refer to as the 
“LGBT-sector” in South Africa. The sector is made up of individuals from South African NGOs 
and academic institutions that work on sexuality and sexual rights, as well as representatives 
from transnational LGBT- and health-focused NGOs. Many of these NGOs worked regionally 
within southern Africa or were pan-African in their geographic scope.54 Audience members 
represented a number of representatives from organizations who described themselves as 
‘traditional,’ or upholding ‘traditional African values’ with regard to the questions about the 
legitimacy, or cultural authenticity, of homosexuality within African cultures.55 Most individuals 
and groups who maintain a liberal perspective on homosexuality in South Africa describe those 
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54 These organizations included the Coalition of African Lesbians (CAL), an organization 
working on securing and defending the rights of lesbians across Africa; Sexual Minorities 
Uganda (SMUG), an organization working to defend the rights of LGBT people in Uganda 
during the events leading up to and in the wake of the Anti-Homosexuality Act of 2014, passed 
by the Ugandan Parliament and signed into law by President Yoweri Museveni in February of 
that year; the Equality Project, an organization that had worked in the early 1990’s with a broad-
based coalition to secure the inclusion of sexual orientation as a protected category within the 
post-apartheid South African constitution’s anti-discrimination clause; One in Nine, an 
organization committed to addressing issues of sexual violence among “female-born” individuals 
in South Africa; Forum for the Empowerment of Women (FEW), an organization that advocates 
for the rights and empowerment of women, particularly lesbians, in South Africa; Out LGBT-
Well Being, a Pretoria-based community organization that primarily develops work around 
providing health services to LGBT persons in Gauteng Province but had also contributed to pan-
African health-focused activities during the time of my field research including conducting 
training sessions, and giving papers and talks at various pan-African conferences in the region. 
There were also a number of representatives of LGBT-friendly religious organizations in South 
Africa present in the audience. 
55  Representatives supporting so-called ‘traditional’ views on the legitimacy of 
homosexuality in the audience included Luvhaivhai Tshivhase, Chief of the Venda People, as 
well as Cyprian Mnqanqeni, a representative of the Congress of Traditional Leaders of South 
Africa (Contralesa). Specifically, Contralesa has maintained a history of antagonism towards 
upholding individuals’ rights on the basis of gender and sexual orientation that have been 
enshrined in the South African constitution. This has included other policies, such as the Civil 
Union Act of 2006, which granted homosexuals in South Africa the right to form either a state-
sanctioned marriage or civil partnership. For a compendium of accounts of these antagonisms 
around the Civil Union Act of 2006, see the volume edited by Judge, et. al. (2008). 
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who question the legitimacy of homosexuality in Africa as ‘traditionalists’ or ‘traditional-
nationalists’.56  
Before the attendees were allowed into the television studio, representatives from all of 
these organizations had slowly started to arrive. I was a bit early, signed in as an audience 
member, and then met up with the Wits LGBT student organization representatives. They were 
busy unpacking one of their cars with protest signs, and some were wearing rainbow t-shirts. 
They had planned to stand at the entrance of the parking lot to the studio to protest the 
traditionalist attendees as they arrived. Their homemade signs were made out of white paper that 
had digitally printed slogans in English pasted on top of brown cardboard boxes. The signs read, 
“WE SALUTE COMRADE DAVID KATO” (with a picture of the murdered Ugandan LGBT 
activist),57 “Away with Homophobia in AFRICA Away!” and “David Bahati You are Putting 
AFRICA Back!” It is important to note that these types of protest signs and slogans are 
emblematic of other protests about the violence endured by LGBTQ South Africans. In this case, 
there are clear pan-African and transnational sentiments expressed as well as nationalist 
resonance given the identification of David Kato as a “comrade.” As more cars began to file into 
the parking lot, we would hold the signs up and shout protest chants. I later left the students to go 
talk with some of the other audience members. Many of the attendees were dressed in clothing 
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56 By ‘liberal’ I am referring to the codification of various rights and prohibitions of 
discrimination accorded to individuals based on gender identity and sexual orientation that are 
explicitly accorded by the South African Constitution’s Bill of Rights. 
57 Terms like ‘comrade’ are used intentionally by LGBT activists groups in South Africa 
to make explicit their real and desired links to past and present social movements and political 
parties that maintain a gloss of socialist rhetoric, such as the anti-apartheid movement. They do 
so despite the current political milieu where many social actors that project a socialist gloss here 
are facing a crisis of legitimacy of their own. This is primarily due to the economic stagnation of 
the majority of South Africans in post-apartheid era and the inability of the ANC to deliver the 
social change it promised as part of the democratic dispensation. 
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that South Africans would describe as ‘traditional’ African regalia with ‘western’ or ‘modern’ 
accoutrements.58  
In ongoing debates about homosexuality and gender nonconformity South Africans 
usually maintain an opposition between ostensibly contradictory signifiers such as ‘modern’ and 
‘tradition’ to constitute and contest ideas about cultural authenticity. In practice, both terms 
function as floating signifiers (Lévi-Strauss 1987). They index multiple referents depending on 
the discourse they are mobilized within and the social status of the individual who uses them. 
This quality imbues them with a malleability of referent that marks them, perhaps inevitably, as 
tools for ideological articulation. The slippery and unstable meaning of the modern and what 
counts as traditional in any culture about authenticity serve as the raw materials for South 
Africans to produce multiple sexual ideologies and juxtaposed sexual subjectivities. They inhabit 
these ideologies by imbuing gender norms and sexuality with contradictory meanings through 
many registers including, ethnic, racial, geographic (rural/urban), and generational difference. To 
do this, differently situated actors mobilize multiple meanings of African tradition to produce 
ideas about authentic African culture. In such a context signs like ‘tradition’ overflow with 
multiple meanings, but also seem to be empty of meaning. Thus they behave like Ernesto 
Laclau’s analysis of the term ‘democracy’ as an ideological concept. He argues that democracy 
is an example of a floating, yet empty, signifier. In other words, the referent of democracy floats 
(as does tradition, for instance) because, “its meaning will be different in liberal, radical anti-
fascist and conservative anti-communist discourses,” (Laclau 1997: 306) Likewise in South 
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58 From this point on, I will refrain from putting the terms like ‘western’ ‘modern’ and 
‘tradition’ in inverted commas. When individuals and groups in South Africa use them, I will 
contextualize their utterance and describe the meanings articulated by and attributed to them. 
However, readers should understand these terms are used as floating signifiers in this context and 
I will explain in detail how this occurs below. 
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Africa, tradition will mean many things across multiple discourses, including liberal, nationalist, 
religious, scientific and ethnic discourses. Signs like democracy and tradition, which are marked 
by shifting and multiple meanings, are fecund symbols for articulating ideologies. This is so 
because they mean many things while simultaneously meaning no one thing in particular. Their 
agile, floating character enables social actors to make that which is historically and culturally 
constituted seem self-evident, natural and ahistorical, such as ideas about what is “naturally” 
traditional or modern, such as gender relations and sexuality. 
In South Africa, perhaps just as in any other context, when something is defined as 
traditional, it typically acts as a stand-in for something else. The linking of tradition to 
particularly conservative enactments of ethnicity marks both as ideological fetishes of South 
African modernity. Anthropologists have demonstrated that what is considered to be traditional 
or indigenous culture is a thoroughly contested and problematic idea (Morris 2000; Povinelli 
2002). Specifically in South Africa, John and Jean Comaroff (2009) argue that dominant 
meanings of African tradition work to fetishize reified ethnic essences allowing the ossification 
of ethnic identities and the commodification of culture. This indicates that the ‘something else’ 
that tradition stands in for is linked to the reification of cultural concepts, like ethnic identity. 
Such reification provides the ground for individuals to produce meaning about authentic African 
culture in order to package authenticity for mass consumption. Recently, anthropologists have 
shown how cultural authenticity, enacted through linguistic means, has been critical to the 
production and circulation of capital more generally (Shankar and Cavanaugh 2012; Shankar and 
Cavanaugh 2014). In a similar fashion, I explore the links between the symbolic and the material 
as they concern sexual subjectivities in South Africa. I do so specifically within urban South 
African contexts where I conducted my field research and observations, which were focused on 
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Johannesburg and surrounding areas. By exploring how individuals call upon multiple cultural 
fields of meaning and sexual ideologies I explore the political consequences of these symbolic 
and material practices.  
Dressing the Part(s) 
A good example of the how cultural authenticity is produced in South Africa by reference 
to reified gender norms and ideas about sexuality is demonstrated by the dressing and self-
fashioning practices of the Big Debate attendees. For instance, the studio audience members and 
the host described those who dressed in African cultural regalia as traditional. Those dressed in 
this so-called traditional manner also used these performances of traditional African culture as a 
platform for making statements regarding the authenticity or illegitimacy of homosexuality in 
African culture during the debate. In this context individuals used the materiality of these 
dressing practices in order to materially support their linguistic contestation or consolidation of 
homosexuality as an authentic African identity. The arguments concerning authenticity 
invariably contradicted one another as different individuals contested or supported 
homosexuality and LGBT rights as authentically African. The contradictory aspects of these self-
fashioning practices resides in how social actors, who are ideologically opposed, can describe the 
same forms of dress as traditional while having these practices signify complete different things.  
For instance, one can purchase any number of items of clothing displayed and referred to 
as traditional at countless shops in downtown Johannesburg. Despite the fact that these items are 
mass produced commodities within a capitalist economy, individuals imbue them with meanings 
that are intended to signify tradition and aspects of ethnic identity. I realized this contradiction, 
when I attended a friend’s wedding ceremony in rural Limpopo Province in July 2011. My friend 
and the other attendees described the ceremony as traditional, which meant that we were 
 101 
expected to properly outfit ourselves for the event. This entailed going to shops that specialized 
in selling mass-marketed clothing items that South Africans would describe as traditional or 
ethnic cultural dress. Since I was learning to speak Zulu, my friend Lebo and I decided it would 
be appropriate that I buy and wear a leopard-spotted polyester vest (tank top). For South Africans 
this would signify and resonate as a Zulu style of ethnic dress. The other wedding attendees 
arrived decked out in highly stylized Swati, Zulu, Xhosa, Venda and Sotho fashions, depending 
on the ethnic group with which they personally identified. Their outfits also featured name-brand 
shoes, stylish jewelry and other accessories. As many of the attendees had driven up from 
Johannesburg for the occasion, these designer accessories were likely purchased from any 
number of Johannesburg’s glittering and expansive shopping malls. I felt under-dressed as I had 
not planned that the norm would be to add stylish accessories to the traditional wardrobe, having 
assumed a particular and flawed understanding of how people would enact tradition at the 
wedding. In the end, nobody really cared, since ultimately the point was to celebrate African 
ethnic and cultural identities in the context of two families merging, as well as our two friends, 
through marriage. Here tradition for the attendees serves as a gloss that allowed people to 
celebrate their own and appreciate others’ ethnic self-expression, however they felt they wanted 
to individually fashion them. Rather than serve as a replication of some timeless ethnic essence, 
‘traditional’ dressing up in this context was an opportunity for an idiosyncratic, playful 
performance of personhood more so than a performative ritual of ethnic belonging. 
The practices of self-fashioning that were organized under the sign of traditional African 
culture during the Big Debate also included donning headbands made out of animal skins among 
traditional healers that were in the audience. Similar to the wedding fashions, these items 
signified African tradition for the attendees and panelists, and were worn along with other brand-
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name commodities like Nike sneakers and denim jeans. However, unlike the context of the 
wedding, which was celebratory, tradition was put to political use in the context of the televisual 
event. Across these contexts, these self-fashioning and reading practices indicate the complexity 
through which ethnicity is used to articulate sexual and social themes as diverse as marriage, 
heterosexism, and LGBT family rights. For instance, one individual who participated in this form 
of traditional self-fashioning was Nkunzi Nkabinde. She recently published an autobiography, 
including a narrative of how she came to an understanding of herself as a lesbian and the process 
she underwent to become a traditional healer, or isisangoma (2008). Nkunzi was also included as 
part of cut-away, narrated aspects of the edited broadcast of the debate. These cut-away sections 
included an interview with Nkunzi and depictions of her daily life at home with her children and 
wife: a quite normal, quotidian representation of a middle-class nuclear family in front of their 
modest home.  
In the interview, she describes how her ancestors speak through her in moments of spirit 
possession.59 In this account she describes that these ancestors accept her as a lesbian and that 
they are quite happy with the fact that she has a child with her wife. Other audience members, 
including an individual referred to by the host as the Venda Chief as well as traditional leaders 
from the Congress of Traditional Leaders of South Africa (Contralesa), were also dressed in 
regalia that most South Africans would interpret as traditional. This included beaded headbands 
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59 The relationship between gender variant sexuality being mediated by the social figure 
of the isisangoma has been documented in scholarly work on gender and sexuality in South 
Africa (Morgan and Reid 2003; Nkabinde and Morgan 2005). There has also been a 
documentary film produced on the subject (Alberton and Njinge 2002), and the autobiographical 
account I just mentioned. All scholarly work has focused only on female-born izisangoma. 
However, there are many male-born izisangoma, indicating a lack of scholarly or literary 
attention to this group and their experiences of gender and sexuality. Although I met one gay 
male isisangoma briefly during my field research at a funeral service in Soweto, I was unable to 
conduct a follow-up interview with him in order to find out how his daily experiences of gender 
and sexuality might have informed this study of sexual ideology in contemporary South Africa. 
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and shirts that are cut in a particular and relatively uniform way, featuring vibrant colors, like 
bright oranges and greens. Still others, including activists representing a number of South 
African LGBT NGOs, were wearing t-shirts with LGBT slogans printed on them, including 
“SOWETO PRIDE” and other liberal sexual rights themed messages. One of the feminine black 
gay men in the studio audience was strikingly dressed in tight colorful jeans, flashy t-shirt and 
dyed hair that was bleached blonde. Across these varied performances of self-stylization, only 
the traditionalists in the audience expressly referenced their ethnic identities when making claims 
regarding the cultural authenticity of homosexuality.  
On the other hand, LGBT activists, such as Nkunzi who despite wearing her sangoma 
regalia, tended to deemphasize their ethnic comportment in lieu of making rights claims about 
sexual orientation and gender identity that foregrounded race more so than ethnicity. In this way, 
one can read both an acknowledgment and disavowal of ethnic difference by LGBT activists in 
the context of the televised debate. Through sartorial gestures, like Nkunzi’s, ethnic dynamics 
are acknowledged but the silence surrounding ethnicity in LGBT activist rhetoric indicates a 
reluctance to engage with ethno-sexual ideological discourse, and perhaps for good reason. The 
difficulty of representing everyday ethno-sexual life that is not dominated by heterosexist and 
heteronormative rhetoric is next to impossible in contemporary South Africa. For instance, I was 
speaking about everyday experiences of gender nonconformity among black South Africans that 
go wholly unrepresented in mass media accounts of LGBTQ sexualities to a friend who worked 
in television production for the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) in 
Johannesburg. His response was that since these quotidian aspects of gender identity were 
“interesting” they lacked the high drama of cultural, which is to say racial not ethnic, ideological 
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conflict that so many South African soapies preferred to circulate regarding gay and lesbian 
characters’ difficulties squaring their sexual, familial and social lives. 
Eventually the audience members were ushered into the studio. As everyone took their 
seats on the stage, I could hear an incomprehensible loud, guttural voice coming from just 
beyond the television cameras. The voice started getting closer to the stage. Through the garbled 
undertones which made up most of the vocalizations and sounded like bits of scrambled analog 
voice messages, I made out what sounded like the following: “Down with Bahati! Down!” The 
vocalizations were coming from an isisangoma who was making her way on to the sound stage 
and who would be part of the audience that day. It turned out that the isisangoma was the 
director of a pan-African sexual rights NGO. As the isisangoma and their assistant made their 
way onto the stage, they circled the area where the five panelists would soon be sitting in chairs 
that were placed in a half-circle around a large floor placard that read “BBC World Debate.” As 
they slowly made their way to their seats, I heard more garbled vocalizations that emanated from 
the sangoma’s throat and mouth, and then what sounded like “Shaya Bahati!” meaning, “down 
with Bahati!” A Zulu-speaking friend sitting next to me thought they heard the sangoma say 
“Lies!” It was agreed amongst those sitting around us that the ancestral spirits who possessed her 
were voicing their protest of one of the panel’s more infamous and contentious guests, David 
Bahati.  
The BBC did not air the sangoma’s spirit possession in the final edit of the televised 
debate. However, it is important to mention that it did occur. The timing of the possession before 
taping began was a fortuitous event since it served as a politically potent symbol and 
performance of authentic African culture in a register widely recognized as unmistakably 
traditional by those in attendance. In this particular context, the figure of the lesbian sangoma 
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experiencing ancestral spirit possession juxtaposes specific cultural concepts, symbols and 
meanings together. These concepts include, historical continuity with a pre-colonial past by the 
embodiment of ancestral spirits and a lesbian sexual identity within the juxtaposed sexual 
subjectivity of the lesbian sangoma. In this way the spirit medium mediates a rupture of the 
racialized sexual essence of African sexuality in ethno-sexual ideologies by reinserting the figure 
of the homosexual female back into the signifying chain of authentic African cultures. This is 
done by linking the floating signifier of tradition with homosexuality through the authentic 
performance of ancestral spirit possession, thus linking the symbolic aspects of Zuluness with the 
materiality of the lesbian body. However, the gloss of authenticity articulated by the sangoma is 
different than that forwarded by the traditional leaders in attendance. The sangoma’s practices 
contest arguments leveled by traditional leaders’ who contend homosexuality is un-African by 
arguing for an ahistorical, authentically ethnic sexual essence, which a priori excludes 
homosexuality.  
The juxtaposing of ‘lesbian’ and ‘sangoma’ as a public juxtaposed sexual subjectivity 
and identity in the space of the BBC World Debate disrupts ethnic ideologies by drawing signs 
together from two different cultural spheres of meaning. These practices serve to cast the conceit 
of universalism (i.e., claims of universal human rights) or the absolutism of cultural relativism 
(i.e., claims of impermeable sovereignty) as problems rather than solutions to ongoing social, 
and specifically ethnic, antagonisms. Here, lesbian is rooted in a liberal cultural field and 
ideology while ‘sangoma’ is rooted within an ethnically Zulu sphere of cultural and ideological 
meaning. My interpretation of the sangoma’s actions demonstrate how social actors juxtapose 
elements from liberal as well as ethnic sexual ideologies in order to articulate their sexual 
subjectivities as authentically African. This example also shows how signs like tradition and 
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culture act as floating signifiers in this context, which is to say they are fecund symbols for 
articulating competing liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. The work such ideologies do is to 
naturalize the social order and sexualize South African public culture irreducibly along lines of 
ethnic and racial difference. Because these sexual ideologies conflict with and contradict one 
another, gender and sexuality in South Africa continue to be politically charged sites of public 
discourse and discord. Despite the political spectacle of sexual ideological conflict, everyday 
experiences of gender are often produced as suppressed presences given the way that sexual 
ideological discourse circulates through platforms such as the BBC World Debate. 
As the edited version of the debate unfolded, the two positions regarding the legitimacy 
of homosexuality in African cultures became focused around the relationship between social and 
biological reproduction. 60  Representatives of the traditionalist organizations and culturally 
conservative political traditions (i.e., Contralesa the ACDP, etc.) all, in their own way, voiced 
their concern over how kinship structures would be changed if customary law were to recognize 
same-sex marriages. Among contemporary black South African ethnic groups in rural areas 
heteronormative kinship structures are dominant in mediating social relations and gender 
identities. While kinship norms and customs have wide variation in the way that they are applied 
to distribute rights, responsibilities and property, they largely determine the social designations 
and terms of the inheritance of status and wealth along gendered lines of difference. Recognition 
of same-sex marriages in this context is therefore seen by traditionalists as a direct threat to 
tribalist forms of power that are sustained through customary laws that, in a number of cases, 
discriminate against women, LGBT and gender non-conforming persons. Enacted by traditional 
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60 The following quotations from the debate participants were taken both from my field 
jottings and notes, as I attended the taping and was a part of the studio audience, as well as from 
the edited recording that was televised on the BBC World Service. When quoting directly from 
the edited, televised version, I cite the actual edited recording. 
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leaders, these types of laws encroach upon the equality clause in the constitution that accords 
protections based on gender and sexual orientation by privileging the status of heterosexual men 
within kinship structures, thereby bolstering their rights to the inheritance of property and wealth 
in lieu of women and queers.61  
Some South Africans would argue that this concern is unfounded. They would argue that 
the equality clause of the Bill of Rights invalidates these types of discriminatory practices. In 
addition, they would also point out that beyond de jure rights, lobola is exchanged de facto 
between families when black same-sex partners are married in contemporary South African 
ethnic cultural contexts. Lobola is a Xhosa and Zulu term for bridewealth and refers to a set of 
practices that serve to distribute status and wealth, merge families, and reproduce social relations 
among these ethnic groups. In present day contexts, this occurs by an exchange of cattle or cash 
and other gifts between families when same-sex partners are married.  
A Zulu-speaking South African colleague, who was a fellow researcher around issues of 
homosexuality, mentioned to me that black same-sex couples in South Africa who exchange 
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61 I use the term ‘queer’ here as a placeholder that should resist the assignation of a 
referent or stable value by readers. I argue that in South Africa, ‘queer’ should be understood to 
refer to an ill-defined, incoherent panoply of non-heteronormative quasi-subjective positions. I 
argue for the use of the qualifier quasi- because many times the therm queer is not how such 
subjects would describe themselves. In this way it serves as a term of translation for a Euro-
American and liberal audience. Such positions relate to a normative ethno-sexual gaze – the 
rough outlines of which will be sketched out in just a moment and in the following chapter. 
Despite the popularization and dubious incorporation of ‘queer studies’ in a context of what 
some observers have defined as “academic capitalism” (Hacket 1990; Hacket 2014; Stephen 
2012; Weber 1918[1946]), David Halperin (Halperin 2003) encourages skepticism of the 
liberatory pretense of some strains of queer theory given they are ensconsed within a profit-
driven system of academic production. As such, I diverge from narratives that would uncritically 
hold normative queerness (a contradiction in terms, to be sure) as a socially transformative or 
radical political position. Such posturing is particularly ironic when such positions are so readily 
incorporated within preexisting economistic forms of intellectual production and circulation. 
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lobola have exchanged gifts “both ways.”62 This means that these homosexual pairs do not 
necessarily take on opposing gender roles (one masculine, the other feminine), although some 
pairs do, in the exchange of lobola. Historically among most ethnic groups in South Africa, 
including Venda-speaking peoples, the practice of lobola, or its ethnic analogues, primarily 
entails that a man exchange cattle with the family of his female fiancé for her hand in marriage. 
For this reason, same-sex marriages that practice lobola exchange rearticulate the norms of this 
practice. This is particularly the case if same-sex couples were not to differentiate themselves by 
gender role. However, same-sex marriage in itself would not necessarily threaten the historical 
continuation of lobola exchanges or its role in the social reproduction of Venda and other ethnic 
societies. If opposing gender roles were assumed in a same-sex marriage, families may find 
themselves needing to raise bridewealth, perhaps unexpectedly in the case of two women or men 
marrying. In the case of either men or women marrying in a same-sex union, the distribution of 
masculine power would be affected in perhaps unforeseeable and unpredictable ways. Perhaps 
these concerns were driving Chief Tshivhase’s concerns, but he did not express this.  
During the debate, the Chief observed that cultural traditions were dynamic and that they 
changed through time. This seems true enough, but then he also added that there were particular 
aspects of a culture that cannot change. Unsurprisingly perhaps, these reified cultural essences 
directly concerned LGBT rights and the Chief argued that same-sex marriage would threaten the 
“sustainability [of the] population” (i.e., the Venda nation) (Cashdan 2012). Here he invokes a 
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62 Fieldnotes 2010. Here, both ways means that regardless of the gender presentation of 
each individual in the same-sex couple, both partners make a lobola payment to the others’ 
family. This is a modification of typical lobola practices where the male partner’s family would 
make a lobola payment to the wife’s family in exchange for her hand in marriage. This colleague 
also mentioned that although cattle remains the medium of lobola exchanges in some cases, 
individuals and families increasingly exchange cash in contemporary lobola practices, 
particularly in urban contexts where I conducted my field research. 
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reified African ethnic sexual essence by saying that Venda sexuality and gender are 
metaphysical, ontological aspects of being Venda, beyond the dynamics of social and historical 
change. He then links this reified notion to a biopolitical nationalist presumption that LGBT 
persons are unable to participate in the social and biological reproduction of the Venda nation. 
The validity of the Chief’s claim is negated by anthropological accounts of contemporary sexual 
personhood among the Southern Tswana. For instance, John and Jean Comaroff (2001: 272) 
point out that cultural accommodations are readily made in everyday social and political life 
whereby individuals who are not able to contribute to social reproduction biologically, such as 
women who are or have become infertile, are nonetheless referred to as “not yet with child.” The 
temporal work of the impossibility of such biological becoming thus linguistically ensures the 
social viability of a woman who would otherwise face a type of social death. 
The Chief’s presumption is rendered dually invalid, as well as heterosexist, when 
compared to the actual practices of black gay and lesbian South Africans of multiple ethnicities 
that have entered into same-sex unions. Thus, Tshivhase’s statements can be interpreted as an 
instance of a discriminatory, nationalist ethno-sexual discourse that produces meaning of 
traditional African sexual culture that a priori precludes same-sex marriage. The effect is to 
marginalize LGBT Venda individuals and groups, thus calling the authenticity of these identities 
in a Venda ethno-sexual imaginary into question. The Chief’s linking of ethnic nationalist 
discourse with heterosexist meanings about African cultural tradition is an instance of what I will 
refer to as ‘traditional-nationalist’ discourse. This type of discourse is the primary medium 
through which South Africans constitute and reinforce ethnic sexual ideologies. Such ideologies 
rely on 1) a particular set of meanings produced about Venda gender roles and traditions, and 2) 
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that this aspect of Venda culture does not change through history, while apparently other aspects 
of Venda culture are dynamic.  
These particular concepts and meanings must all “hang together” (Mol 2003) in order for 
Tshivhase to enact his claim that same-sex marriage threatens the social reproduction of Venda 
society thus casting LGBTQ sexualities as inauthentic. While the Chief’s concept of history and 
culture is dynamic, it’s also contradictory in that it maintains the ossification of sexual culture. 
More precisely, the aspects that cannot change in his view are exactly those particular cultural 
elements that would threaten certain forms of masculine power. Such power is secured through 
the postulation of an innate ethnically defined Venda sexual essence. In this example, 
Tshivhase’s mobilization of the culture concept, despite its internal contradiction (most elements 
of cultures change, while sexual and gender relations cannot), is arguably more critically 
anthropological than, say, the form of multiculturalism that the contemporary Australian nation-
state enacts.63 However, Tshivhase’s argument exposes a particular structure of looking that he 
enacts when speaking of his views on homosexuality and LGBT rights in relation to Venda 
custom. Here, I draw upon the concept of a ‘structure of looking’ as developed by Laura Mulvey 
(1975). In this essay she describes a method for politicizing the psychoanalytic aspects of 
cultural representation through film production and, most important for this analysis, viewing 
and interpretive practices. In this vein, I argue for the fecundity of her use of psychoanalytic 
theory as a type of political tool to diagnose multiple structures of looking at bodies that coexist 
in South African society.  
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63 For instance, Elizabeth Povinelli (1999; 2002) has argued that it is possible to critique 
the ideology of cultural authenticity that is codified in the Australian state’s legal 
(mis)recognition of Aboriginal ‘culture’ by engaging such racist legal regimes to represent 
minoritized communities in order to enact land claim redistribution. 
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These structures of looking are not in stasis. They are dynamic and changing, but retain a 
systemic quality in that they give rise to coherent liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. In other 
contexts I explore how these sexual ideologies work to regularize the production of sexual 
subjectivities and global health knowledge (Fiereck 2013). This approach incorporates Mulvey’s 
concept of a structure of looking in order to propose a multi-field framework that theorizes how 
multiple ideologies produce juxtaposed sexual subjectivities in the South African context. This 
analytic also helps to reorient the focus on individual and group identity, and towards the social 
processes and structures that give rise to particular sets of social identity projects. I argue that 
this enables a clearer view of the cultural and ethnic dynamics that increasingly determine sexual 
and gender politics in contemporary South Africa. In this way, the notion of a structure of 
looking allows a consideration of how individual and group identity politics around gender and 
sexuality in South Africa are navigated within a social field that is populated by multiple cultural 
fields.  
The ideological gaze that Tshivhase gives expression to is one that I argue is a thoroughly 
contemporary construction. It is a heteronormative gaze and ideology that exists within a Venda 
cultural field of meaning and signification that uses traditional-nationalist discourses to make 
claims regarding the authenticity of LGBT sexualities in Venda culture. This structure of 
looking, by effacing, LGBT bodies and social relations, relies on a particular concept of gender 
that maps directly onto anatomical sex. This animates Tshivhase’s concern about the transfer of 
chiefly power and status through structures of kinship and inheritance. Tshivhase’s statements 
about selectively reified notions of culture and gender mediate his representation of how 
generational flows of property and status should operate within Venda society. These statements 
were in response to a question by the BBC host, who had asked the chief if he thought 
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polygamous marriage was an acceptable form of what she referred to as traditional sexuality. 
The chief responded in the affirmative, suggesting that the value of polygamy, in his view, was 
that it was an efficient way to generate potential heirs that would inherit his name and therefore 
royal status, not to mention economic wealth.64  
In response to heated disagreement from the LGBT rights activists in the studio audience 
regarding Tshivhase’s comments, Eusebius McKaiser, one of the panelists representing the 
ostensibly opposed liberal position, in support of LGBT equality, immediately responded to 
these traditionalist arguments.65 He labeled the beliefs of the traditionalists’ arguments in the 
audience and on the panel as “irrational,” and made the point that LGBT people could 
“procreate.” Here, McKaiser suggests that lurking behind the arguments of the leaders’ 
sentiments was that they just didn’t like LGBT people and that there was no logical reason for 
their disdain of homosexuality.66  
Placing McKaiser’s take on there being “no reason” that the traditional leaders, “do not 
like gay people, full stop,” aside for a moment (Cashdan 2012), I suggest that there is a logic 
behind these leaders’ arguments. As I explored above, their position seems to have much to do 
with shoring up masculine power interests that same-sex marriage practices directly threaten. 
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64 For an in-depth, comparative analysis of the entwined politics, yet divergent histories, 
of polygamy and same-sex marriage rights in South Africa as well as the United States, see 
Stacey and Meadow (2009). 
65 The notion that these positions are opposed is modified by ‘ostensibly’ here since, in a 
problematic way, arguments leveled from both of these positions have a tendency to overlap at 
times as well as efface certain aspects of the everyday embodiments and experiences of gender 
that my informants imparted to me during my field research. I will say more about these in a 
moment, but for now, it is necessary to point out that thinking these positions as diametrically 
opposed oversimplifies the fact that they maintain conceptual affinities and overlap despite their 
oppositional qualities. This overlap occurs primarily in the forms of knowledge about gender and 
sexuality that both positions reference and performatively enact, while simultaneously appearing 
as if they have nothing in common. 
66 In response to McKaiser’s comments, there were a number of very vocal and loud 
cheers from LGBT persons in the studio audience. 
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Interpreting the traditional-leaders’ arguments in this way, I argue that it is not that they “do not 
like gay people,” but rather that they seem to rationalize their disregard for LGBT rights as such 
recognition would threaten their own power interests. I argue that this type of logic animates 
these leaders’ ossification of traditional African ethno-sexual cultures and their derivative claims 
that homosexuality is therefore un-African. It must also be stated that this genealogical kinship 
logic has a history that is entwined with 1) colonial power structures, 2) ethnological, reified 
notions of culture, and 3) the long-unfolding and exploitive relationship between urban and rural 
southern African contexts. And this is not to mention that these three cultural dynamics have 
been heavily influenced over the past century within a colonial context marked by political 
violence and racial capitalism.  
 
Composite Sexual Subjectivities at the Margins of Cultural Ideologies 
 
During the course of my field research I found that the liberal and nationalist discourses 
on display during the Big Debate were not robust enough to describe the range of meanings 
South Africans’ produced to make sense of their daily experiences of gender and sexuality. In 
other words, the traditional-nationalist discourses that Tshivhase performed and the liberal 
claims to LGBT human rights represented by McKaiser were not able to represent the real 
diversity of sexual experience of the majority of South Africans. As I got to know and interview 
field informants through observing everyday interactions and conducting in-depth interviews, I 
came to understand that traditional-nationalist and liberal discourses were only representing the 
silenced, hegemonic center of liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. In other words, the marginal 
perspectives produced by these ideologies seemed to lack or resist representation within mass 
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mediated events such as these. Further, the elite social actors who performed these reifying 
discourses for a dispersed global audience did not comment upon more quotidian scenes of 
socio-sexual life.  
When referring to something as ideological, rather than indicating a form of false 
consciousness or misrepresentation, I draw upon Slvoj Žižek’s who contends that ideology is a, 
“fantasy-construction which serves as a [necessary] support for our ‘reality’ itself,” (Žižek 
1994a: 323). By arguing for the necessity of ideologies for articulating cultural meaning, I want 
to stress that ideologies produce both a normative center and suppressed margins. After being 
immersed among a diverse range of South Africans, the fault lines, fractures and margins of 
normative ideological perspectives slowly come into focus. For instance, one field informant, 
who I will refer to as Mosetsanagape,67 describes a quite different and contradictory experience 
of her gender identity and sexuality than the ethno-sexual ideology enacted through Chief 
Tshivhase’s comments. What is more, Mosetsanagape’s locates her narrative in the geographic 
area where the Chief’s ideological views on gender and sexuality would be widely recognized as 
legitimate or authoritative. 
Mosetsanagape was recalling a time in her life when she was growing up in a rural area 
of present day Limpopo Province. During apartheid most of Limpopo was an area called the 
Northern Transvaal. Although the particular area where she lived was designated as the Venda 
homeland by the apartheid government, she was both Zulu- and Tswana-speaking, but was raised 
according to Tswana custom – her mother was Tswana and her father was Zulu. She described 
her socioeconomic upbringing as “black middle class” and she grew up in one of the better 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
67 Mosetsanagape is a pseudonym. In other instances, where I use pseudonyms to 
describe the statements, actions and recollections of individuals, I am presenting these 
observations from my fieldnotes, as I interpreted them directly, and therefore do not have the 
informants’ permission to identify them by name. 
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sections of a black township in the East Rand area of Johannesburg. When she was twelve years 
old, after the legal dismantling of apartheid racial segregation policies, her family moved, as 
soon as they could, to an affluent suburban area in Midrand. Since it’s establishment as a 
suburban municipality of Johannesburg in 1981 it has experienced intense, sprawling 
development, with massive international retail and technology industry headquarters that buttress 
the national highway. This ten-lane highway connects the urban centers of Pretoria and 
Johannesburg, thus situating the suburb midway between the two cities. These cities primarily 
make up Gauteng Province, which is the economic hub of the entire country. Since the end of 
apartheid, the area has attracted large populations of middle-class South Africans of all races 
who are attracted by relatively low housing costs and it’s proximity to both urban areas.68  
Mosetsanagape’s family moved to Midrand in 1994. However, before this time her 
parents sent her to stay with her grandmother near Tzaneen towards the north of what is today 
known as Limpopo Province. This was due to the escalating violence and social unrest in the 
townships located in and around Johannesburg during the 1980’s and early 1990’s. 
Mosetsanagape had a difficult time coming to terms with her lesbian identity in her 20’s but was 
quite confortable with herself when we spoke when she was almost 30 years old in 2011. During 
a life history interview we were talking about the time of her life she went to live with her 
grandmother and about her friend Tee, who was the first woman she had been involved 
romantically with and whom she described to me as a tomboy. In South Africa, when people 
describe women as tomboys, many of these individuals are extremely masculine in their bodily 
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68 During my field research the nightlife in this area was also a very popular destination 
for employed and upwardly mobile black middle-class informants who I met and who lived in 
Soweto. They would make plans to travel about 60-75km from the southwestern township areas 
to these more affluent suburbs in Johannesburg’s northeastern locales. Plans were necessary to 
be made in advance since it was quite far, and therefore expensive, to travel to. 
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comportment. For an ethnographic perspective of tomboys in South Africa see the collection of 
autobiographical and ethnographic writing in the compendium edited by Ruth Morgan and 
Saskia Wieringa (Morgan and Wieringa 2005). When we were discussing Tee’s masculinity, I 
asked Mosetsanagape to expand on her description of gendered sexual subjectivity that she was 
describing in the interview. 
Kirk: It's interesting to hear how it differs from person to person, but when you said, Tee 
could have been a boy ... Did anyone ever treat you or her as a boy? 
How does that work? How does it feel and what did you think about it? 
Because I know that happens with people. 
 
Mosetsanagape: I think for me, it's more with the older generation, like your aunts, your 
grandmother. Sometimes, they'd say, “My boy, please do this for me,” 
and they forget and I take offense. It's like you know someone means to 
say hey girl, and they say hey boy. It's like okay clearly in their heads, 
they see you as a boy, or they say, please wash that car for me. It's not 
known in our culture to ask a girl to do that. It's something you ask a boy 
to do. But I would be asked things like that. Maybe it's cuz I was boyish 
and I used to do the garden at home. I didn't mind. 
 
Kirk: But those are really important things to know. 
 
Mosetsanagape: Like the perception, what people think about you. 
 
Kirk: And what did you think about it? 
 
Mosetsanagape: I was offended! Because they're making assumptions about me. It means 
they're seeing everything that I'm trying to run away from, they’re seeing 
it I guess. 
 
What is interesting about Mosetsanagape’s response is that her gender is regarded in a 
quite plastic way by her grandmother and is rendered legible in two distinct rhetorics of the 
body. In her own view, she sees herself as a woman. Later on she comes to see herself as a 
lesbian and expressed to me the difficulty of this for her, even though when she attended 
university later in life, her coming out process was not marked by extreme violence or 
opprobrium. Such violence is not an uncommon experience for other black gays and lesbians in 
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contemporary South Africa. However, in her narrative, she expresses that her grandmother 
treated her as she would a boy in the context of growing up the Northern Transvaal during the 
1980’s. Also, her grandmother’s structure of looking is a generationally differentiated and 
geographically distributed norm. It is significant that Mosetsanagape mentions that it is someone 
from an older generation who regards gender non/conforming girls as boys and that this occurs 
within in rural geographic context. In other words, there seems to be a generational and 
geographic dynamic regarding the mapping of sexual subjectivity in South Africa by age and 
across different geographic spaces. 
Here, I propose the textual construction, ‘gender non/conforming’ in order to interpret 
and explain the cultural process that Mosetsanagape has described. Much gender and sexuality 
scholarship refers to transgender experience, and other non-trans-identified gender variance 
(from anatomical sex), generally as ‘gender non-conforming.’ The meaning of the 
nonconformity of gender to sex in these sorts of analyses becomes intelligible as 
‘nonconformity’ only when one regards gender within a culturally particular worldview that 
Judith Butler has identified as the “heterosexual matrix” (Butler 2008 [1990]). She argues that 
this matrix is,  
a hegemonic discursive/epistemic model of gender intelligibility that assumes that for 
bodies to cohere and make sense there must be a stable sex expressed through a stable 
gender (masculine expresses male, feminine expresses female) that is oppositionally and 
hierarchically defined through the compulsory practice of heterosexuality (Butler 2008 
[1990]: 7, note 6).  
I want to draw attention to the way in which Butler’s philosophy of gender has limited 
applicability in a context like South Africa. For instance, the hermeneutic use of her theory of 
gender performativity is useful within an epistemological context where the dominant view of 
sex and gender normatively map onto, or conform to, one another, as is the case for 
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Mosetsanagape’s self-understanding. In her structure of looking, we can see how she understands 
her masculine comportment as gender nonconformity – it does not conform to her anatomical sex 
in a heteronormative way. Alternatively, her grandmother’s rhetoric of bodily comportment and 
viewing is one where Mosetsanagape’s masculine behaviors do not necessarily need to express a 
male anatomy. For the body to cohere socially within the grandmother’s structure of looking at 
sexual personhood, there does not seem to be a necessary link between a stable anatomically 
sexed body and stable, socially expressed gender. The result is a contradiction between two 
cultural concepts of the body. Mosetsanagape’s concept is one where the body is required to 
conform to its social comportment. Her grandmother bespeaks a bodily rhetoric where gender is 
plastic vis-à-vis anatomy and the social comportment and signification of bodies matters more 
symbolically than the sexed materiality of the body itself.  
Her grandmother’s normativity is radically different than the normativity described in 
Butler’s heterosexual matrix. For Mosetsanagape’s grandmother, and many other South Africans 
whose narratives I explore throughout this dissertation, it does not make sense to describe this 
kind of experience of gender as gender nonconformity according to these individuals’ own terms 
of reference. Calling Mosetsanagape a boy and asking her to do boy tasks for her grandmother is 
quite normal and conforms to her grandmother’s worldview, although it is one that 
Mosetsanagape is, “trying to run away from.” Here we have an aporia, directly related to the 
paradox I mentioned on the first page regarding whether homo/heterosexuality can be considered 
African. This irresolvable contradiction is mediated through gender in this scene. Mosetsanagape 
is masculine in both structures, yet in one field of meaning (Mosetsanagape’s liberal frame of 
self-understanding), her masculinity does not conform to her anatomical sex. In the other field of 
meaning (her grandmother’s Tswana understanding), her masculinity does conform to her 
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socially recognized gender role, which is all that matters for her grandmother. In her 
grandmother’s worldview, which is a Tswana universe of cultural meaning, Mosetsanagape’s 
sexual personhood is produced and categorized through reference to her gender comportment 
and social practices, and less so through reference to her individual anatomy.  
The gender nonconformity Mosetsanagape describes is a normative mode of sociality and 
experience of gender relations where a person’s gender both does and does not necessarily have 
to be the same as their anatomical sex. Mosetsanagape’s grandmother authorizes her 
granddaughter’s gender nonconformity as an acceptable form of bodily comportment and way of 
being in the world. She encourages her to do chores that boys would do, like washing the car and 
refers to her as a boy. The decoupling of socially ascribed gender and anatomical sex that 
Mosetsanagape’s grandmother enacts also serves to destabilize Chief Tshivhase’s claims that 
recognizing same-sex relations would threaten African systems of kinship, relatedness and 
inheritance. The grandmother’s statements demonstrate that unlike the Chief’s contention, 
gender and sexual norms do, in fact, change along with other cultural processes and coexist 
within the same juxtaposed subjectivity. Indeed, it would seem that what is threatened by 
experiences of gendered homoerotic desire that Mosetsanagape represents is not African culture, 
but rather a particular form of power. Such forms of authority express an ideological 
interpretation and ethical dictum of how the Venda kinship system should be constituted and 
enacted, not how it is actually lived by everyday South Africans.  
However, Mosetsanagape’s experience of gender nonconformity is not likely to circulate 
in public political discourse. The attendees of the Big Debate tacitly acknowledge this by 
circulating conservative ethnic and liberal versions of gender relations in the mass-mediated 
space of the BBC event. For instance, the liberal viewpoints expressed by McKaiser do not 
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represent Mosetsanagape’s experiences of gender nonconformity. It is these very experiences 
that could potentially serve as a form of intra-ethnic antagonism to the Chief’s hegemonic 
position on gender and sexuality. The politicization of such intra-ethnic difference, or what 
Hylton White has referred to as “post-Fordist ethnic attachments” (White 2012), might be one 
way to address the ethnic dimension of colonial power that is sustained through the vested 
interests of traditional leaders that Chief Tshivhase’s expresses (Mamdani 1996). What is most 
striking, and perhaps unsettling, about McKaiser, Tshivhase, Bahati and Mosetsanagape’s take 
on same-sex social relations, is that each of their comments and sentiments can be located in 
Butler’s heterosexual matrix since all of these actors maintain a strict, normative alignment of 
gender and sex. However, it is interesting to note that Mosetsanagape’s grandmother’s 
understanding of the relation of sex and gender is the only one that seems to resist representation 
in such a liberal worldview. For the three elite commentators, representing both liberal and 
conservative ethnic discourses, their comments serve to efface the lived reality of experiences of 
gender nonconformity that exist as suppressed presences in South African public culture. 
Case Study: Rearticulating Xhosa Sexual and Gendered Personhood 
 Political discourse about black sexual subjectivities in South Africa is perhaps most 
sensitive and polarizing when it is invoked in the register of ethnic identity. This is due in no 
small part to the way in which colonial and apartheid governments have historically used ethnic 
difference as a mode of domination (Mamdani 1996). As the previous scene of mass-mediated 
ideological clashes demonstrates, LGBT rights discourse in South Africa seems to deemphasize 
ethnic dynamics when making arguments about the cultural authenticity of gender non-
conforming and LGBTQ experience and identities. For most of the LGBTQ activists and 
academics I spent time with in the field, this was primarily due to the perceived way in which 
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traditional leaders have monopolized discourses of cultural authenticity around ethno-sexuality 
in the current post-apartheid moment. Despite this political gridlock, a number of my 
respondents were interested in directly addressing the silences produced by traditional leaders 
and LGBTQ activists around ethnicity and homosexuality. However, none of these respondents, 
or their narratives have been represented in the content of programing within LGBTQ civil 
society NGOs that were overtly involved in organizing around sexual rights for black LGBTQ 
South Africans.  
 During the first year of my field work, I was focusing my ethnographic research in the 
context of a global health clinical trial to try and understand how differing frames of sexual 
subjectivity were being negotiated by both global health experts and by the clinical trial 
participants themselves in the space of the clinic. The trial I worked within was part of an HIV 
global health research organization based in Cape Town, and they were enrolling trial 
participants based on their putative sexual practices. In other words, the trial was sampling men 
who have sex with men, but may not necessarily identify as gay, although most did. I had not 
initially intended to explore the meanings around Xhosa male initiation rituals in the constitution 
of gender and sexual identities among this group. However, during my interviews with some of 
the gay men in the clinical trial about their experiences of gender and sexuality, they found 
opportunities to present highly personal experiences they were having regarding squaring what 
they felt was a normatively held, yet flawed, presumption among sectors of Xhosa society that 
felt their homosexual and ethnic identities were incommensurable.  
Almost all of the gay men I interviewed during my ethnographic research in the context 
of this global HIV clinical trial had retold a range of experiences of dealing with family members 
around their self-identification as gay men, including tacit support, ambivalence, disappointment 
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and violence. At this point, I want to return to Mavuso’s narrative that I opened the manuscript 
with. We also discussed his experience of familial disappointment regarding his gay identity. 
Mavuso was a university student who was living in Cape Town at the time and, as it turned out, 
had a conflicted but overall positive experience “disclosing” his gay identity to his family.69 
However, the process was not easy and he initially described that he and his gay friends’ families 
were “disappointed” with their sexualities: 
Kirk:  When you say something like you’ve seen people or heard people not want to 
disappoint their family [by telling them they are gay]. What is that, what are the 
reasons why people might feel they would disappoint their family for that? 
 
Mavuso: In our culture, the Xhosa culture they have this thing as soon as a father gives 
birth to a son, the father already has dreams for the son, or it has plans. Your son 
is going to carry a family name. They are gonna provide you with grandkids and 
whatever. They’re gonna make you a proud dad, they’re gonna follow in your 
footsteps. So as soon as you disclose, that thing changes. Your father’s gonna say, 
“Okay. You’re not gonna get circumcised. You not gonna carry the family name. 
You’ve disappointed the family. You’ve ashamed the family to the community. 
What are people gonna say?” They’re gonna say this. So and a lot of people have 
this thing that they don’t want to be disowned by family. And I always say, 
“They’ll never disown you.” They may say they’ve disowned you in anger, or in 
disappointment, but after some time they get over it. And then they start coming 
around. You just have to be who you are. Don’t disclose to your parents and then 
the next thing if you see that they’re angry or disappointed then you go back 
straight again. Then you’re actually giving them confused signals. You’re 
actually, you’re making them doubt. Disclose to them and then be who you are. 
As time goes by they’ll come around, they’ll have to, they’re your parents. Your 
their son, you’re their daughter. You won’t change, it’s just that you don’t prefer 
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69 Throughout the interview, Mavuso would tack back and forth between mentioning that 
he would “disclose” his sexual identity publicly and also that he would “come out.” Here, 
disclosure indexes that it was already a well-known fact he was gay, but rather than keep such 
sexual matters private, as is typical among many black South African I spoke with, Mavuso 
made this tacit, private knowledge public. This is a different form of sexual subjectivity that does 
not implicitly rely on the same notions of body, self and personhood that an “epistemology of the 
closet” (Sedgwick 2008[1990]) would require. Coming out as gay would have the performative 
effect of retroactively producing a self to which Mavuso must be true. Disclosing his gay identity 
as something which is already tacitly known has an entirely different performative effect of 
retroactively producing a self which is only “one aspect” of who Mavuso is. Each of these two 
meanings correlate with the two forms of composite sexual subjectivity that Mosetsanagape had 
described regarding her experience of gender nonconformity earlier in the chapter.  
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opposite sex, you prefer people of the same sex as you. Everything else is still the 
same. Like with me, like I told my dad … and then at the age of 16 he asked me, 
“So are you going to get circumcised?” I was like, “Yes, why won’t I?” He’s like, 
“Well, you’re gay.” I’m like, “What does that have to do with anything?” He’s 
like, “Well, won’t you get scared?” I’m like, “You seem to be forgetting one 
thing: being gay is not the only thing in my life. I’m not one dimension. I have 
many aspects to who I am. Being gay is part of who I am. I will get circumcised. 
(my emphasis) 
 
Here Mavuso self-theorizes aspects of his sexual self in an attempt to square it with the 
expectations of familial norms of Xhosa cultural existence. These norms require a publicly 
visible performance of heterosexual praxis, both biologically and socially. Although Mavuso 
exists within a Xhosa universe of personhood, there are similarities of his understanding of his 
gay sexuality to how John and Jean Comaroff have described Southern Tswana forms of 
contemporary sexual personhood as being organized by a primary principle that, “referred not to 
a state of being but to a state of becoming.” (2001: 271). The principle of being-as-becoming is 
exemplified by their ethnographic observations that individuals in Mafikeng (a rural city in what 
is today the Northwest Province of South Africa) were commenting upon an elderly woman who 
they conclude was, “well past childbearing age.” In determining where exactly this elderly 
woman, Mme-Seleka, existed in a system of sexual subjectivity and social status they asked 
whether she had any children. The ward’s headman responded somewhat cryptically, “’Not yet 
… No, not yet.’” Given that Mme-Seleka was not going to become pregnant, they conclude that 
if the headman had referenced the anatomical truth of her infertility, he would have been 
consigning her to a type of social death. As they put it, “As long as [Mme-Seleka] was a sentient 
being, as long as she was still in the process of becoming, some form of maternity was always 
possible.” Thus the social truth of her becoming had greater symbolic significance than her 
material, read anatomical, reality.  
Here a comparison can be made between Mosetsanagape’s experience of gender 
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nonconformity vis-à-vis her grandmother’s bodily viewing practices and Mavuso’s narration of 
being gay and engaging in circumcision rituals in lieu of the principle of sexual personhood that 
renders Mme-Seleka’s social becoming as “not yet pregnant,” as opposed to her being 
biologically infertile. For Mavuso and Mosetsanagape, both wish to have their gay and lesbian 
identities socially recognized and to be culturally legible. Mosetsanagape’s grandmother 
accomplishes this by drawing upon Tswana cultural norms of gender comportment that permit a 
delinking of Mosetsanagape’s gendered becoming – her grandmother’s viewing practices 
indicate that she may very well become a boy, instead of a girl – from her anatomical sexual 
being (i.e., genitally-speaking, she is female). In the case of Mavuso, he rearticulates Xhosa 
norms of manhood and masculinity by challenging his father’s assumption that he would not get 
circumcised because he is gay. Rather he tells his father that just because he is gay, does not 
mean that he cannot become a man according to the terms of Xhosa cultural norms regarding 
initiation and male circumcision practices and rituals.  
Of the many aspects of ethno-sexual personhood that Mavuso describes in South Africa, I 
want to focus on one in particular. He reminds his father, “You seem to be forgetting one thing: 
being gay is not the only thing in my life. I’m not one dimension. I have many aspects to who I 
am. Being gay is part of who I am. I will get circumcised” (my emphasis). Here I draw attention 
to Mavuso’s description of the multi-faceted nature of his sexual personhood. As they point out 
in their study of personhood among the Southern Tswana individuals, “were careful to fragment 
and refract the self in presenting its exteriors to the world … [which was] derived from an 
ethnotheory …[whereby] the self was not confined to the corporeal body” (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 2001: 275). The socially circulating self that the Comaroffs describe is radically 
different to the confinement of self to the body, which includes a culturally particular aspect of 
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possessive individualism. Such forms of individualism are a condition of possibility for Euro-
American modes of sexual identity through notions about sexual, themselves predicated the 
concept of sexual orientation defined by sexual object choice. Identities such as these have 
traditionally found the truth of the self in an inner sexual desire and appetite as opposed to the 
socially mediated, partible personhood that Mavuso describes and that his father worries he has 
disavowed by identifying as gay. Perhaps what is most interesting about Mavuso’s description is 
that he instructs both his father and the liberal observer in how one can successfully navigate a 
multicultural social field of sexual subjectivity by juxtaposing two “dimensions” of personhood – 
two forms of the self – within the same individual. In other words, Mavuso simultaneously exists 
in two cultural dimensions of meaning of sexual personhood and self-making. He locates a truth 
of his gay identity in his sexual desire, then juxtaposes this idea of the desiring self with his 
participation in and maintenance of Xhosa forms of gendered self-making and personhood. 
Forms of gendered personhood among the Xhosa also affected Mavuso’s decision and 
desire to go through initiation: 
Mavuso: My dad actually said …“Okay, he’s gay. He’s all feminine and stuff so he won’t 
live up to circumcision.” I was like, “No man, c’mon.” 
 
Kirk:  What does that mean, “to live up to circumcision”?  
 
Mavuso: You have to be man enough. You have to be tough to survive that month being in 
the bush and stuff like that, with practically nothing. It’s like Survivor in pain. 
Cuz it’s painful! I even shocked myself when I did it. I was like wow, this is me, 
here, now. And it’s actually, and he was proud. He actually cried … and then he 
said, “I didn’t think you had it in you to be…” And I was like, “Because you saw 
the gayness in me. You didn’t see beyond that. Like I told you, I am not one 
dimension this is not who I am, this is not only who I am. I am a man, who is 
attracted to other man. I can do the manly things that are supposed to be done by 
straight men.” So why shouldn’t I do what other men are doing out there? I can 
drive. I can paint. I can build a house. I can do practically what everyone else can 
do. It’s just that I prefer men. That’s the difference between me and a straight guy. 
And I think straight people tend to think, “No. Once you are gay and you are 
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feminine like I am, you can’t do things. A lot of things. They classify you as a 
woman. So they’d say … typical straight black guys … “No. You’re place would 
be in the kitchen, cooking and cleaning. You can’t do manly things.”  
 
In this exchange, it is clear how Mavuso must also renegotiate Xhosa gender relations. As with 
many other black ethnicities, primarily in rural areas, in South Africa gay men are normatively 
classified as women. In asserting a gay identity in the context of Xhosa initiation and 
circumcision rituals, Mavuso is also asserting that gay men should be seen as men, not women. 
Given the normative way in which effeminate men are regularly classified as women in South 
Africa, Mavuso’s claim to manhood antagonizes the gendered order of things in Xhosa society. 
However, it is through the practices of circumcision, going to the bush, and surviving the trails of 
initiation that he is able to resolve such an antagonism and accommodate both aspects of his 
sexual personhood. These include both the sexual self – of being true to his homosexual 
orientation – and his gendered self which is always in the process of becoming and that extends 
beyond his individual desires and the confines of his body in his social relations with infinite 
others in society. These two aspects of his personhood draw upon two distinct cultural spheres of 
meaning, one liberal and the other Xhosa. Each sphere maintains radically different rhetorics of 
the body and norms of self and social identification regarding sex, gender and sexuality that 
together constitute sexual personhood. In Mavuso’s case, he has demonstrated an adept ability to 
navigate each of these cultural spheres by juxtaposing both forms of sexual and gender 
subjectivity in producing a contradictory form of sexual personhood that references two cultural 
spheres simultaneously.  
It is also important to note that barely seconds after Mavuso signed the informed consent 
form to participate in this study, and before I could start the recorder to begin, he launched into a 
personal narrative about his sexuality and its embattled aspects and politicization. This was all 
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without being prompted with any questions on my part. From the informed consent process he 
would have had a rough sketch of the themes and topic areas we would likely cover during the 
interview. However, much of what Mavuso discussed with me during our exchange that day 
focused more on his interest and motivation for addressing a particular set of questions and 
issues than my own. For one, since most of this research study had been focused in 
Johannesburg, the majority of my informants identified with South African ethnic groups who 
did not have male circumcision rituals as part of the rite of passage into manhood (i.e., Zulu, 
Tswana, Sotho). In this way, I would interpret Mavuso’s motivation for taking the interview in 
this direction as an overtly political act, or what Partha Chatterjee has termed to be “popular 
politics” (Chatterjee 2004). In his political anthropological framework he argues that political 
society is separate from civil society. By closely examining the discourses in the Big Debate in 
the previous case study it is clear how the conservative ethno-sexual politics of traditional 
leaders in post-apartheid South African civil society acts as an irritant and threat to LGBTQ 
politics and NGOs, particularly as they concern constitutional rights based upon sexual 
orientation and gender identity. It is my sense that Mavuso is acutely aware of this, given his 
access to a university education from one of the most elite post-secondary institutions on the 
African continent. From this position, he takes political action into his own hands, albeit outside 
of the confines of conservative ethnic and liberal dogmas surrounding the relation between 
ethnicity and sexuality. The plausibility of such an interpretation of his motivation is 
strengthened given that LGBTQ NGOs – which are part and parcel of liberal civil society – have 
eschewed the sorts of political action that Mavuso’s narrative exposes. 
Self-Fashioning through Xhosa Initiation 
What is most interesting about Mavuso’s narrative is that it is not an isolated one. Earlier 
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I discussed scenes of self-fashioning with regard to the enactment of ethnicity and ethno-sexual 
personhood through the sartorial practices performed at the Big Debate and the reified form in 
which ethno-sexuality took shape in a civil society context. In the context of political society, 
other field respondents also discussed their experiences of renegotiating culturally authentic 
Xhosa masculinity and sexuality by taking part in male circumcision rituals. In one interview I 
conducted with a young Xhosa man, Lwazi, he explains a number of significant aspects around 
the recent popularity of going through male circumcision among gay Xhosa boys describing 
these practices as “fashionable.”70 Lwazi was also one of the clinical trial participants and had 
grown up in one of the townships in the Cape Flats. The Flats remain some of the poorest areas 
in the country and take up large swaths of land that extend about 35 kilometers from the 
international airport all the way until one is a few kilometers outside of Cape Town just before 
one reaches the back of Table Mountain. I quote our exchange at length as he touches on a 
number of interesting aspects of the recent influx of gay men deciding to undergo Xhosa 
initiation circumcision rituals. Again, during my field research, there was not one LGBTQ NGO 
that ever commented upon this apparently widespread set of practices and discourses among 
Xhosa gay men in South Africa. Given the silence of LGBTQ civil society groups surrounding 
such forms of political action, Chatterjee’s model of political society as opposed to civil society 
is relevant. In using such a model, we are able to understand the suppression of ethno-sexual 
experiences (the widespread popularity of Xhosa initiation among gay men) within civil society 
debates between liberal LGBTQ NGOs (sexual rights) and conservative heteronormative ethnic 
discourses on sexuality (cultural rights). 
Kirk:  Did you ever go through circumcision? Can you kind of explain how you decided 
to do that, or...? 
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70 Interview with Lwazi, Cape Town, South Africa, July 2010 
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Lwazi:  Uhm, here in Cape Town every Xhosa gay wants to go to initiation school. So 
there are very few of them who doesn't want to go to initiation school. Yeah, so 
it's kind of like a fashion for every gay guy to go, you understand? 
 
Kirk:  Did it used to be like that? You mentioned it was easier for you being gay in 
Crossroads [a township area just outside Cape Town because of everyone who 
came before.  
 
Lwazi:  Every gay boy in the township wants to go to initiation school because ... it's 
fashionable. 
 
Kirk:  Why is it fashionable? 
 
Lwazi:  I don't know, because every gay wants to go because...the gays I know, the older 
ones didn't go so, they don't see anything wrong with that, but the ones from the 
'80's, they did go to initiation school. 
 
Kirk:  The ones from the '80's? 
 
Lwazi:  Yeah. 
 
Kirk:  So have you ever heard about the ones that didn't go? What has it been like for 
them?    
 
Lwazi:  They cannot stay, like, as the young gays in the township ne, understand? I can 
stay with straight guys understand? 
Kirk:  Mmm. 
 
Lwazi:  Like I can have conversations with them, even though I'm gay and they're straight, 
because I am considered as a man. 
 
Kirk:  Because you're circumcised? 
 
Lwazi:  Yeah, if you're not circumcised in Xhosa, you're not a man. Even if you 50 years 
old, you're not a man, you're still a boy. 
 
Kirk:  So a lot of these gay guys from before, they're not? 
 
Lwazi:  Mmmhmm, they're not, they are boys. 
 
Kirk: So what can't you do if you haven't been circumcised in your community? 
 
Lwazi:  If there's this guy, maybe my friend, if I was not circumcised and my friend is 
now circumcised, I cannot go to the bush to visit him because I'm not 
circumcised. I'm not supposed to see what is happening there. And there's this 
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certain language that I cannot speak because only men who are using that 
language. And then if there's a ceremony, the ritual ceremony, there are people 
you cannot stay with, if you're not circumcised. You need to go and stay with 
young boys because you are considered as a dog … if you're not circumcised. 
Kirk:  So you're not really...? What does it mean you're considered a dog? Why is that? 
 
Lwazi:  You no one. 
 
Kirk:  You're no one? 
 
Lwazi:  You no one, if you not circumcised. 
 
In this exchange, Lwazi identifies two important aspects of the apparently recent trend of 
gay Xhosa men deciding to go through initiation rituals. The first is that it the phenomenon is 
relatively new. He specifically states that “older gays” did not choose to partake in initiation and 
that this was a quite normal thing not to have gone. It is only during the 1980’s did young gay 
men start finding it fashionable to choose to go through ritual circumcision and initiation 
ceremonies in order to establish their position as men in the Xhosa cultural context. Secondly, 
Lwazi gives some insight as to one of the main reasons for this drastic generational difference in 
the social norms regarding the experience of masculinity and homosexuality. In describing the 
predicament of gay men who did not choose to be circumcised, Lwazi says that these men were 
not seen as men in some parts of Xhosa society even if they were 50 years old. In particular, 
Lwazi specifies that these men were seen as “dogs,” which is to say they were “no one.” If we 
read his narrative closely, uncircumcised men were not able to take part in other ceremonial and 
ritual aspects of Xhosa cultural life. Such men lacked the cultural authenticity to be legible in 
contexts where there is a language that initiates and men learn during circumcision rituals that 
they then share as a way to consolidate and socially reproduce norms of masculinity and 
manhood. The social condition that Lwazi describes amounts to a type of social death where 
uncircumcised men are not seen as active or legible members within Xhosa ceremonial contexts. 
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Alternatively, such a condition is one that the older gay men he references did not have an issue 
with, suggesting that there were still aspects of social life that did not exclude uncircumcised 
men in such drastic ways.  
The relation of gender and sexuality with ethnicity is not uniform across Xhosa society. 
For instance, gay Xhosa friends who grew up in affluent urban suburbs after the end of apartheid, 
and therefore had access to more material wealth and social mobility than Lwazi would have, 
describe different experiences regarding circumcision.71 For instance, one gay Xhosa friend, 
Thando, had mentioned to me that he was not circumcised. Upon hearing this, I had asked him if 
this meant that he could not take part in various aspects of familial or Xhosa cultural life. Thando 
seemed to be slightly taken aback by, but knowingly understood, my question and what I was 
getting at. I explained that other gay Xhosa men I had spoken with as part of my research had 
told me that they were not seen as men and were excluded or marginalized in ceremonial 
contexts. In response, he explained it mattered much less among his social circles in Xhosa 
society whether men were circumcised or not. He added that there were family members and 
friends of his family that held what he referred to as a “traditionalist” perspective on manhood, 
but that the authority of these viewpoints held extremely limited sway within familial and other 
social interactions. 
All of this draws attention to the fact that the way in which gender and sexuality are 
related to ethnic identity is a significant aspect of social life for LGBTQ and gender non-
conforming South Africans today. Additionally, class and generational difference have been 
critical mediators of how ethnicity comes to influence one’s desire and agency for the choice to 
undergo circumcision and male initiation rituals and the social implications of this choice. I 
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would also like to suggest that this transition in the importance of circumcision among gay men 
between older and younger generations marks a radical change in Xhosa rhetorics of the body. 
As discussed in Chapter 2, Fokoza had mentioned that the intersex figure of stabane were not 
socially marginalized among his community growing up, even though they could not undergo 
circumcision and go through initiation rituals. In the same way that Fokoza describes an 
indifference towards the anatomical reality of intersex individuals historically in rural Xhosa 
community contexts, a similar indifference can be read in Lwazi’s narrative about the older gays 
in the townships who never had an issue regarding whether they would be circumcised. Here, a 
radical difference can be deciphered between the way in which the stabane’s body is made to 
signify (or not, actually) in Fokaza’s narrative and the way in which the young gay boy’s body is 
the condition for ethno-political speech in Lwazi’s narrative.  
In this way, the circumcised gay body has come to signify in radically new ways in the 
new South Africa. It serves as a symbol of manhood in ways that non-normative bodies and 
anatomies were not previously required to do so. It seems that the recent fashion in gay 
circumcision is a result of radical changes between the relation of the anatomical and the social 
in Xhosa society. The effect of this change is that new political relations and power are being 
quite literally inscribed by young gay Xhosa boys on their own bodies with the goal of becoming 
real men. I argue that such inscription should be understood as a form of political speech in the 
context of contemporary South African political society. As a type of speech, I want to make a 
number of concluding remarks about the potential pitfalls that circumscribe these political acts 
by exploring the difference between what Mavuso alternatively called “disclosure” and “coming 
out” in our interview. 
Dangers of “Disclosure” 
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Earlier, I argued that disclosure indexed a radically different process of sexual 
subjectivity than coming out had for Mavuso, and that sexual personhood in this context is a 
composite form of juxtaposed sexual subjectivities. As a set of concluding remarks for this 
chapter, I want to focus on the ambivalent aspects of “disclosure” of a gay identity in a social 
context where the fashionable nature and increasing popularity of gay Xhosa men taking part in 
initiation and circumcision ritual practices has exposed them to dangers, both physical and 
representational. In my interview with Mavuso, I wanted to know if there were any dangers that 
he faced with what he was calling “disclosure.” Specifically, I asked him about his time in the 
bush during the initiation rituals and if his fellow initiates had known if he was gay and how he 
negotiated his sexual identity while he was in these situations. He responded: 
Mavuso:  I disclosed. 
 
Kirk:  How did that go? 
 
Mavuso: With me, I don’t have to actually tell you [about his sexual identity]. ‘Cuz you 
can see. All the guy friends that I have that are straight, when I disclose to them, 
they’re like, “Tell us something we don’t know.” I’ll be like, “What!?!” They’re 
like, “No. We know you’re gay. Even a blind person would see you’re gay!” 
[both of us laughing] And I’ll be like, “Okay, cool, then why didn’t you say 
anything?” They’re like, “No. It’s not our place. We don’t want to seem like 
we’re judging you or anything. Or we, we’re putting you under pressure. We 
wanted you to feel comfortable to say it.” So the guys that I went to the bush with, 
we were friends. So by the time we went there, they already knew about it and 
they had no problem with it. And then the other ones we met there, I came out to 
them. They had no problem with it. They were actually impressed, that I took the 
stand and got circumcised because they have this belief that gay guys will run 
away from that thing. But it has become a trend amongst the young black gay men 
to get circumcised. I think it is some kind of proving points that we also can go 
there and survive like all the other straight men have and like all the straight men 
will. So I think it’s a fashion statement in our days, it’s no longer done for cultural 
purposes. You go there, you come back, you look fab, you’re still gay. But you 
got, you’re a man. So it’s, it.. I’d say it’s a kind of way of us fighting back, fire 
with fire. Where I’d say, “I went there, like you did, but did the…” ‘Cuz they, 
‘cuz you get that straight men would tell you, “All you need is just to get 
circumcised and then you’ll change.” 
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Again, Mavuso uses the term disclosure, which I argue is significant in light of my 
arguments regarding the composite nature of sexual personhood in South Africa. The way in 
which his friends react to this indicates the affinity of the idea of disclosure for Mavuso’s 
experience of sexual subjectivity and identity as an open secret that his friends already knew 
about. The rest of Mavuso’s narrative bespeaks the restraint of his straight male friends and 
fellow initiates in passing judgment on his gay sexual identity. Such restraint, however, is 
tempered by other experiences that we discussed. Despite the support of his friends and fellow 
initiates at the mountain, Mavuso continued to be accused of not being a “real man” even though 
he had gone through the initiation rituals and was circumcised.  
Mavuso:  And they have this thing of saying, “You’re not a true man. You’re not a real 
man.” And I always ask, “What is a real man?” I once got into a heated argument 
with straight guys. I was like, “Circumcision doesn’t make you a man.” ‘Cuz you 
find guys who get circumcised, but still act so immature. Who act like little boys. 
Where’s the manhood in that? I was like, “Being a man, is the way you portray 
yourself in society, it’s they way you portray yourself out there. It’s how you 
carry yourself. It’s the respect you show to other people. It’s who you are from 
the day you were born until the day you die.” Getting circumcised, and I was like, 
“Are you trying to tell me that the men who are not circumcised are not men?” 
Those people are men in many ways [more so] than half the people who got 
circumcised. ‘Cuz a lot of black people, a lot of guys, when they get circumcised, 
they believe that now I’m a man, I can do as I please. I can drink in front of my 
mom. I can smoke in front of my mom, ‘cuz I’m a man. They use that as an 
excuse, where as you are disrespecting your parents. That’s not being a man. 
Whereas you’re doing crap outside, you’re disrespecting the people outside, 
you’re disrespecting yourself. That’s not being a man. So I always say, “Just 
because you got circumcised, doesn’t make you a man.” You may get circumcised 
and be a man in the Xhosa culture by name because of circumcision, but when it 
comes to the broader picture, you’re a boy. As you were before.  
 
Here Mavuso uses his status as a circumcised Xhosa man, a putatively real man, to question the 
authenticity of other initiates’ manhood and their accusations of inauthenticity at Mavuso in the 
first place. His argument is a thoroughly deconstructive one, given that his critique of 
 135 
accusations of inauthenticity hinge on questioning the very social structures, rituals and 
meanings he cannot wish not to be enmeshed in (Spivak 1996). In these remarks the ongoing 
power struggle between heteronormative reproductive culture and nascent counterpublics 
(Warner 2005) is revealed. Rather than disengage the reality of ethnicity in the daily, lived 
experience of homosexuality among black South Africans, these gay men see the political 
potential in “fighting back, fire with fire.” In doing so, however, they also continue to face the 
risk of not having their struggles recognized by both conservative traditionalists, who continue to 
deny them recognition as men and full members of Xhosa society, and LGBTQ NGOs and 
activists who have not yet addressed the intersection of ethnicity and sexuality that I have 
referred to here as ethno-sexual politics. 
Importantly, the lack of recognition of ethno-sexuality among black LGBTQ South 
Africans is quickly changing. Although LGBTQ NGOs have not taken up or addressed the trend 
of gay men rearticulating Xhosa gender norms and sexualities, these themes have been 
highlighted in two recent literary and film productions. Thando Mgqolozana’s recent novel “A 
Man Who is Not a Man” details how Xhosa initiation rituals and male circumcision practices 
mediate the meaning of masculinity for a gay male protagonist (Mgqolozana 2009). The fictional 
account explores how notions of traditional circumcision and the role of medical care come to 
bear on the safety of these practices for gay men and the social pressures these men face to 
endure the dangers of traditional circumcision given that they are seen as “sissies” if they seek 
medical care during the course of their initiation. A short film entitled iBhokwhe (Trengove and 
Vundla 2012), based on the novel, is currently being made into a feature-length film. iBhokwe 
has been screened at a number of international film festivals, including the Cannes, Torino and 
Berlinale Film Festivals, and has won accolades in South Africa. However, it has also been the 
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topic of heated controversy among traditional leaders in South Africa who have denounced it due 
to the fact that it represents practices of Xhosa initiation rituals that are normally censured from 
public viewing.72 These fictional accounts give literary and cinematic expression to the ongoing 
social marginalization that individuals like Lwazi and Mavuso continue to experience despite 
their inhabitation of cultural norms of initiation and traditional male circumcision. Although the 
dangers of disclosure that Mavuso describes focus on social opprobrium, the fictional accounts 
give a sense of the type of physical and health vulnerability that such social marginalization also 
structures in the context of increasing numbers of gay Xhosa men becoming initiates and the 
potential biomedical risks of social marginalization during such rituals. In other words, the 
dangers of circumcision among gay men stem from the increased pressure to prove their 
manhood in these circumstances. Such pressure includes shaming of initiates who seek medical 
care in lieu of complications from traditional circumcision practices. Gay men’s experiences of 
gendered stigmatization in the context of their everyday lives and also during traditional 
circumcision place them at higher risk for such complications than their straight contemporaries. 
Because gay men are classified as women, as Mavuso says, they have more to prove and might 
endure a botched circumcision rather than seek medical redress since such an action would risk 
their desired status as “real men.”  
All of this indicates that ethno-sexuality is emerging as a charged political discourse in 
contemporary South Africa, as well as on the rest of the continent. This can be mapped 
anthropologically by how the circumcised (gay) male body has come to signify in radically new 
ways. It serves as a symbol of ethno-national manhood in ways that non-normative bodies and 
anatomies were not previously required to (see the discussion of stabane in Chapter 2). This 
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recent fashion in gay circumcision can also be seen as part of a drastic change between the 
relation of the anatomical, biological (pace the biopolitics of HIV), and the social in both ethnic 
and national cultures. The effect of this change is that young gay Xhosa boys are quite literally 
inscribing new configurations of ethno-political power on their own bodies. Such inscriptions 
should be understood as a form of political action that exposes the tensions between civil and 
political post-apartheid society, which is to say between the nation and its increasingly ethno-
sexualized fragments.  
  
 138 
CHAPTER FOUR – INHABITING IDEOLOGIES: COMPOSITE SEXUAL 
SUBJECTIVITES AND JUXTAPOSED PERSONHOOD  
 
Ideology is not a dreamlike illusion that we build to escape insupportable reality; 
in its basic dimension it is a fantasy-construction which serves as a support for 
our “reality” itself . . . The function of ideology is not to offer us a point of escape 
from our reality but to offer us the social reality itself as an escape from some 
traumatic, real [unrepresentable] kernel. 
Žižek, How Did Marx Invent the Symptom?  
 
This is the fact that an uncanny effect often arises when the boundary between 
fantasy and reality is blurred, when we are faced with the reality of something 
that we have until now considered imaginary . . .  
Freud, The Uncanny  
 
 
In previous chapters I explored the historical development of multiple fields of cultural 
meaning around gender and sexuality. My aim in this chapter is to expand that analysis by 
focusing on how gender nonconformity and queerness in present-day contexts are articulated 
through the rhetoric and practices of sexual ideologies primarily in civil society as opposed to the 
types of ethno-sexual practices and meanings that I focused on in the second case study of 
chapter 3. For those familiar with existing gender and sexuality scholarship in South Africa, 
produced by both South African and foreign scholars, my ethnographic observations and the 
narratives offered by informants may seem uncanny. The stories and descriptions will be 
unfamiliar both to everyday liberal South African sensibilities and to gender and sexuality 
scholars, yet despite this unfamiliarity, such narratives are also strangely known—like a 
repressed imprint that seeps back into consciousness and discourse.  
Many informants juxtapose distinct cultural fields of meaning when constituting their 
sexual subjectivities: in social relations, say in civil society, one person may identify as a gay 
man and in everyday contexts as a woman. Such composite subjectivities draw on overlapping 
cultural fields, the effect of which is that one cultural frame and identity is foregrounded in some 
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social interactions while others are suppressed. Despite the way in which subjects must 
simultaneously foreground certain social relations, concepts, and identities, the bodily rhetorics 
of the repressed cultural frames nonetheless seep through making the metaphor of the uncanny 
an apt one. For these informants, the familiarity of the uncanny is far from uncomfortable: it is a 
perfect fit, given the social relations that produce these subjectivities as living contradiction.  
Achille Mbembe warns that mobilizing the antiquated binary of the supersession of the 
primitive by the modern would only “cloud our understanding of postcolonial power relations” 
(2001: 103). Likewise, I argue that within informants’ narratives about their lived experience of 
sexual subjectivity, one can discern multiple, coexisting cultural framings of sexual personhood, 
the body and gender identity. Specifically, I explore how informants’ narratives index the 
suppressed presence of marginalized modes of thinking gender and sexuality. These 
understandings of sociosexual life have been present within, yet overwritten by, gender and 
sexuality scholarship and political discourse about South Africa. My aim in representing this 
suppression is to resist the compulsion to oversimplify representations of the sociosexual field by 
referencing binaries such as modern and preexisting sex/gender systems.  
More specifically, postcolonial cultural and power dynamics are producing new forms of 
epistemic violence whereby the experiences of gender and sexuality among oppressed groups of 
South Africans are marginalized by both liberal and multiple ethnic sexual ideologies. These 
marginalized subjects occupy “the silent, silenced center” (Spivak 1988: 283), and they 
simultaneously shore up as well as disarticulate these dominant ideologies by inhabiting them in 
unexpected ways. Such disarticulations take the form of political paradox, an irresolvable 
contradiction that allows us to read the coexistence of distinct cultural fields. This type of 
approach produces an understanding of how subjects can partially resist a set of social relations 
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by actively reproducing them in slightly new ways. By conceiving sexual subjectivity as 
composite in that individuals inhabit multiple sexual ideologies, it is my hope that such readings 
might point to new modes of conceiving action as political. It would be a mistake to understand 
these informants’ actions as disregarding the contradictions that inhere within their accounts of 
sexual subjectivity in this context. Quite the opposite: anthropologists have demonstrated that 
South Africans are perhaps hyperaware that their everyday lives are suffused by forms of ethnic 
“policulturalism and ID-ology” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2003). These policultural sensibilities 
are produced through the tense and tenuous position of rights-bearing citizens who also, to 
greater or lesser degrees, see themselves as simultaneously subjects of “the Kingdom of 
Custom.” 
My aim is to understand why and how the quotidian experiences of gender and sexuality 
of many South Africans have been produced as suppressed presences in both of these bodies of 
academic literature as well as public political discourse about gender and sexuality more 
generally. In particular, I am interested in how the work of sexual ideologies has come to shape 
cultural legibility and possibilities of sexual personhood within a complex, shifting social and 
political landscape ranging from local contexts to the national and transnational stage. I suggest 
that this suppression and silencing occurs through a form of circumscription by both liberal and 
ethnic sexual ideologies whose interactions tend to marginalize everyday experiences of 
gendered personhood that exists as a suppressed articulation in a customary register. 
Suppressed Presence of Customary Gender Relations 
To understand how customary gender relations are overwritten in ordinary social 
interactions, I want to explore a paradigmatic example of how liberal sexual subjectivity is 
juxtaposed with the customary. The following narration provides a way to introduce the 
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contradictions produced by multiple cultural fields in this national context. A fellow field 
researcher from the United States related this story to me. This particular colleague was also a 
close friend of a former director of one of South Africa’s LGBT advocacy organizations. We 
were having a conversation about the relationship I found that many black lesbian and gay South 
Africans had with their own sexuality. In particular, we were discussing the gendered dynamics 
that suffused experiences of sexuality among these groups. I mentioned that many black gay men 
that I had known struggled with understanding themselves as gay men in one cultural context, 
while simultaneously or alternatively being seen as, or giving themselves to be seen as, women 
in another; likewise, black lesbian women, too, retell many instances of giving themselves to be 
seen as men, sometimes specifically trans men, in certain spaces and as lesbians and women in 
others.  
Upon hearing this, my friend assured me that such narratives had also become somewhat 
familiar for her. As she explained, her close friend, the former director of the organization, 
identified as a black lesbian woman in the context of her public work life, as an activist within 
the LGBT sector.73 This included work within and among various civil society organizations, 
parastatal and state-based institutions over the span of the last three decades. Away from the 
LGBT sector, however, my colleague confided that their friend, at times, considered and 
comported themselves as a man. At the time, I considered this to be a somewhat jarring and 
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73 Most South Africans who work on issues related to LGBT advocacy, in the majority of 
their internal communications and discourses, speak of and conceptualize themselves to be 
working in the LGBT “sector.” It is rare for people in these settings to refer to an LGBT 
“movement.” When they do, it is typically in contexts where they are speaking with or around 
philanthropy organizations and their program managers and representatives. These philanthropic 
entities are more often than not expressly interested in investing in projects and persons that 
work to empower specifically “LGBT” persons to lay claim to their constitutional rights and 
contribute to building social movements in a number of different advocacy contexts expressly 
within a normative liberal cultural frame. 
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disorienting change of pronouns in the conversation, but the intended effect was to demonstrate 
the plasticity and complexity of gender and the contradictions produced by coeval cultural fields 
of sexual signification in South Africa. It is also important to highlight the strategic and situated 
way that my colleague describes how this person gives themselves to be seen within particular 
structures of looking.74 These structures seem to be distributed differentially among overlapping 
spaces of national and transnational political activism (work, public life) and more quotidian 
contexts of social interaction among familiars (family, private life). 
The taken-for-granted cultural logic being described here is that being “lesbian” is legible 
and is legitimating in a social field where, in the world of philanthropic value production, that 
particular combination of sexual orientation and gender identity is readily legible. Such a world 
is part of a liberal frame of sexual subjectivity, which is to say the cultural sphere of civil society 
in which LGBT NGO activism and politics is exclusively constituted. Alternatively, as the 
following meditations on sexual ideology will more clearly flesh out, being a man who was 
assigned female sex at birth is culturally illegible. This is true in any number of ethnically 
defined cultural fields as well as the liberal field of sexual subjectivity and intelligibility. This 
order of things presents those types of individuals with a vastly unequal set of options for 
subjectivation, particularly with regard to political representation and value production in South 
Africa’s relatively new and unfolding constitutional democracy. In other words, the potential for 
a female-bodied man to be culturally legible, in order to produce cultural, political, and 
economic value through the enactment of this subject position is limited relative to lesbian 
subjectivity in this context. In this case, it is clear how a particular individual enacts two forms of 
personhood and subjectivity in two different contexts. This enactment occurs by alternately 
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74 I employ the “improper” pronoun themselves here as it is necessary in order to 
adequately and accurately represent the instance of gender plasticity I am describing. 
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inhabiting a liberal or an ethnic sexual ideology depending on the context of cultural legibility 
that the individual finds themselves within. 
Throughout my field research I found this predicament to be influenced by two primary 
forces. First, in the liberal structure of looking, which is the dominant and hegemonic cultural 
field and sexual ideology, it does not regard customary gender subject positions, like the male 
lesbian as culturally legible. For the liberal observer, then, a man who was assigned female sex at 
birth would be rendered as transgender, or possibly as practicing a form of transvestism, in this 
cultural field. In his ethnographic exploration of how the transgender category and subject 
position emerges within a North American liberal cultural field, David Valentine (2007) draws 
our attention to the normative limits of the category within the context of present-day New York 
City. He maps how the category of transgender is quite elastic, while retaining its coherence in 
clinical and counseling settings to describe a wide range of gender variant individuals. However, 
when the category is enacted within everyday, concrete contexts that are mediated by race and 
class, its descriptive integrity dissolves before the ethnographer’s eyes: his informants reject the 
term in their exchanges with him. In representing these exchanges, he points out that many 
individuals who are described through the enactment of this category do not agree with the label 
as lay and scientific experts use it to describe them in the context of sexuality research and 
community-based NGOs. 
Second, and in contrast to the liberal cultural field and ideology, Nomzama’s narrative in 
chapter 2, where he describes identifying as a man although he was assigned female sex at bith, 
demonstrates how a customary Zulu field of meaning and interpretation facilitates and 
legitimates that experience of gendered personhood. However, in this chapter, I am primarily 
interested in how conservative traditional leaders have monopolized dominant ideas of 
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customary gendered personhood. Manipulating ethnic sexual ideologies in this way overwrites 
Nomzama’s cultural legibility, insofar as these conservative social actors are successful in 
marginalizing these subject positions within ethnically defined fields. This success is authorized 
by public approval of reified notions of authentic African cultures that do not extended 
recognition of Nomzama’s subjectivity. As long as this situation is a political reality the 
invisibility of those whose gender identity and sex do not align renders them as political 
marginal in civil society. 
In the township contexts in which I worked, the marginalization of gender 
nonconforming individuals like Nomzama was typically enacted through the register of 
conservative ethnic vernaculars. These vernaculars were traditionalist in style and took the form 
of accusations. For instance, those operating from a conservative purview of the customary in 
present-day contexts would accusatorily shout, “Stabane!” at black lesbian and gay South Africa, 
using the term to mark and marginalize these individuals. In this case, the ethnic cultural spheres 
within which this accusation would make sense are primarily Zulu and Xhosa. Given that, after 
English, Zulu is the most widely spoken language in South Africa, almost all Zulu-speaking 
South Africans understand the intended meaning of this accusation, regardless of their ethnic 
self-identification. 
Historically, however, there are other meanings conveyed by stabane. For instance, of all 
of the available Zulu dictionaries that I consulted,75 the abridged Scholar’s Zulu Dictionary 
(Dent and Nyembezi 2008) defines the term as a noun, specifically as “effeminate; unmanly.” It 
is perhaps significant here that the dictionary defines the term as a noun given that it also, and 
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75 I consulted a number of dictionaries that were printed and circulated during the 
twentieth century, and none of them had entries for isitabane or its plural form izitabane 
(Colenso 1905; Doke, et al. 1958).  
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paradoxically defines it, using terms of adjectival comportment. I believe this aporia to be 
significant, for reasons I will explore in detail below. Almost all gay and lesbian South Africans 
with whom I talked affirmed that, in everyday parlance, the term is meant to refer not only to 
effeminate men but also to masculine women. The term’s dominant meaning historically, 
according to field informants, is that it conveys an understanding of sexual difference (i.e., 
intersex characteristics, such as having two sets of genitals) and sometimes, in a second valence, 
indexes gender nonconformity with the effect of marginalizing a particular individual within a 
sphere of Zulu meaning. This marginalization occurs primarily among black LGBTQ South 
Africans who are accused of being “un-African” because of their non-normative sexuality and/or 
gender nonconformity. 
During my field research, most Zulu-speaking South Africans use the term to accuse 
someone of social marginality and to police the boundaries of normative sexual behavior and 
gender comportment. As I mentioned, this occurs in a secondary valence, if at all, when 
conveying information about a person’s supposed anatomical sex. Recall, in Fokaza’s narrative 
presented in the last chapter, sexual difference and marginality did not entail social exclusion—
quite the opposite. He mentioned that the isitabane that he knew from growing up in what is now 
rural Mpumalanga Province was not excluded from community life. In particular, he mentioned 
that others did not actively marginalize this individual. This historical recollection stands in stark 
contrast to the way that many black South Africans use the term stabane today. This indexes a 
shift in the cultural meanings articulated gender and sexuality, thus destabilizing and 
disarticulating ethnic sexual ideologies regarding the partial reification of cultural change that 
was explored in the introduction. 
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Amanda Swarr (2012) has studied the cultural phenomenon of accusation surrounding 
stabane in “contemporary Soweto and elsewhere,” and argues that “to be called stabane is to be 
seen as having both a penis and vagina” (Swarr 2012: 184). And while it seems that “stabane and 
its application both reinforce gender binaries, while undermining them” (Swarr 2012:184), I 
found that Swarr’s interpretation acknowledges only one valence of meaning of stabane in 
contemporary discourses. Within a conservative, traditionalist frame, stabane is typically used in 
the first instance to invoke the historical meaning of the term as connoting intersexual 
characteristics. This instance is what Swarr is referring to when she says that the term’s 
enactment both reinforces and undermines gender binaries. In her analysis this reinforces sexual 
difference (intersex) while also undermining it, given lesbian and gay gender nonconformity, and 
links it with conservative and reified notions of Zulu cultural tradition.  
By invoking this ethnic sexual ideology in a conservative register in this way the speaker 
calls upon a traditionalist ethnic and political authority that is given expression through such an 
accusation. The second valence, however, modifies this older meaning in a thoroughly new way. 
Most black lesbian and gay South Africans are regularly accused of being stabane, which 
becomes a shorthand for the accuser to use the term to mark the person labeled stabane eliding 
such a figure as Other, or un-African (despite the ironic contradiction of using a Zulu term to do 
so). This second valence seems to be a relatively new meaning conveyed by stabane accusations 
in the mode of Zulu and Xhosa sexual ideologies, given Fokaza’s narrative in chapter 2. Reading 
the meaning that Fokaza attributes to stabane alongside Swarr’s interpretation demonstrates how 
the meaning of the category of stabane is unstable and changing. It also shows that stabane is 
becoming increasingly linked to black LGT and gender nonconforming South Africans in order 
to mark them as un-African in a conservative traditionalist frame. This amounts to a change in 
 147 
the normative meaning of stabane. This change has occurred in a historical context where the 
emergence of liberal, which is to psychiatric, categories of sexual personhood along with the 
ideological claims of the universality of liberal rationalities about gender and sexuality. By 
linking the coemergence of liberal sexual ideology with the changing meaning of stabane in 
relation to this ideology, we can discern the juxtaposition of a Zulu with a liberal sexual ideology 
in present day discourses and practices. What is evident in this analysis of stabane is the 
interrelationship of Zulu categories of sexual personhood (e.g., stabane) with liberal sexual and 
gender identities (e.g., LGT) in each cultural field of signification. 
Many people who would use stabane in its conservative customary register know the gay 
and lesbian individuals to whom they direct the accusation. In most cases, people who discussed 
their experience of being called stabane with me expressly did not accept being labeled as such 
by traditionalists due to the Othering connotations that stabane has acquired. Many times they 
also lived in the same communities as their accusers, who knew their socially recognized gender 
and many times their anatomical sex. So, contrary to Swarr’s account of stabane as intersex, 
those using stabane as an accusation did not seem to see or recognize these individuals as being 
intersex. However, Swarr’s account of stabane can be interpreted as not fully differentiating 
between dominant and marginal perspectives on gender and sexuality in South Africa, thus 
fetishizing, in a problematic way, ideological difference as cultural difference. In other words, 
Swarr’s analysis, since it only attends to the first valence of meaning, remains suspended at the 
ideological level, not investigating the vast complexity of meanings that circulate through the 
enactment of stabane in contemporary and historical contexts. So Swarr’s analysis, while useful 
for diagnosing ideological dynamics, lacks an ethnographic component: it instructively outlines 
the ontological politics that are taking shape between liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies; 
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however, given the way in which the complexity of meaning around gender nonconformity and 
stabane is suppressed by the entwinement of these ideologies, an ethnographic approach is 
required in order to understand what this emergent form of ideological ontopolitics might mean. 
Aside from those who enact stabane as accusation, there are many instances in everyday 
situations where black gay and lesbian Zulu-speaking South Africans call one another stabane 
when referring to one another in a playfully deprecating manner. Something similar occurs when 
gay men in the United States, for instance, call one another faggot. In these instances, most 
people use stabane in the same way as it is used in the conservative customary mode — to police 
inappropriate behavior. However, the sphere of meaning that these individuals reference by 
mobilizing stabane is radically different. These conservative utterances are intended to police 
gender nonconforming behavior, particularly among LGT-identified people. However, when 
stabane is used among black gay and lesbian South Africans, it is usually to “police,” in a joking 
manner, someone who is acting up or causing a fuss in order to bring them in line with the 
behavioral norms of an emergent counterpublic.76 Groups of black lesbians in Johannesburg even 
mix English and Zulu vernaculars by throwing a regular dance party in Soweto called Star-bane 
Chilla Sessions. 
In using the term in this way, gay and lesbian South Africans reclaim the customary from 
the conservative mobilization of stabane as accusation. They do so in a way that subordinate 
groups in countless other contexts have reappropriated the racial and sexual epithets of dominant 
groups thus inverting and subverting the derogatory meanings of these terms. I argue that both 
contemporary uses are intended more to invoke the idea of difference and marginality to police 
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76 The concept of a “counterpublic” has been developed by Michael Warner ((2005; 
2002). He defines a counterpublic as that which “maintains at some level, conscious or not, an 
awareness of its subordinate status. The cultural horizon against which it marks itself off is not 
just a general or wider public, but a dominant one” (Warner 2002: 86). 
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norms and enact and disrupt dominant forms of sexual ideologies than they are misrecognitions 
of the difference between anatomical sex and gender in everyday lived reality of township life, as 
Swarr has described. In the case of ethnic sexual ideologies, accusations of stabane police the 
boundaries of what is authentically African by specifically picking out and Othering LGT South 
Africans.  
Among gay and lesbian South Africans themselves, however, stabane works to mock, 
thus disrupting the naturalness and stability of the dominant meanings of that ideology. It does so 
by exposing the floating, open nature of signification and cultural change that conservative social 
actors operating within ethnic sexual ideologies attempt to deny. Also, there are other terms 
regularly used to describe gender nonconforming individuals that do not revert to epithets like 
stabane. For instance, during my field research in townships, many people would refer to 
effeminate men in these areas as usis’bhuti, which literally translates as “sister-brother” in Zulu 
township slang, and it is used to refer to a boy who comports themselves in dress and manner in 
a hyperfeminine way. It is significant to this examination of stabane that people use usis’bhuti 
within township parlance in a number of registers. Sometimes people use it in order to refer to 
young boys who are gender nonconforming. The registers range from innocuous commentary to 
encouraging and appreciating these youth’s gender nonconformity. Other times people use it in 
slightly disparaging or joking ways, but not in the way in which stabane is used in a conservative 
traditionalist mode—usis’bhuti is used not to Other but rather to include and hail individuals into 
a accepted yet marginal mode of gendered daily existence in township contexts. 
For instance, in the archival documents I consulted at the Gay and Lesbian Memory in 
Action (GALA) Archives in Braamfontein, Johannesburg, they maintained a collection of 
narratives of HIV-positive black gay men. One of the oral histories brings up one black gay 
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man’s experience of being referred to as usis’bhuti upon moving to one of Johannesburg’s 
townships on the East Rand. It was his first interaction with a term that helped him to make sense 
of his gender nonconformity. Talking about his first sexual experience, Ishmael mentioned, “I 
might not distinguish the age because I am not sure but I was at a stage where by I was still in 
primary school remembering my youngest uncle from my mother’s side who used to sleep with 
me; sexually molesting me.” His grandmother had found out about this sexual abuse and 
subsequently moved him away from home, to somewhere she thought he would be safe. He 
continued, saying, “I guess through being traumatized and not understanding sexuality because 
of the environment in which I grew up; it was difficult to understand and people didn’t know—
we never even used the words or terms.” It is interesting here that, in the rural areas of Gauteng 
where Ishmael is from, they never even talked about his experiences of gender and sexuality in 
culturally legible ways. In fact, he described the indelible link between rural and urban contexts 
and the circulations of ethnicized cultural meanings: 
Only [a] few people who have been coming to Jo’burg would be like calling me by names 
and saying “Sis But” [usis’bhuti] and all those kind of names because they knew as they’ve 
been visiting Johannesburg but I never also understood what they meant by the term “Sis 
But” and I kind of liked it and I will smile; and if they said I looked like a girl I would smile 
and perform and stuff like that.77 
When Ishmael described not “understanding sexuality because of the environment,” it was 
interesting to note that he said that people didn’t “even use the words or terms.” In this way, 
Ishmael’s narrative is congruent with the life history narratives explored in chapter 2 that outside 
of Johannesburg these did not seem to be a language or set of symbols for him to make sense of 
himself easily as a gendered individual. This only happens when terms like usis’bhuti travel out 
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77 Oral history interview with Ishmael Ngozo conducted by Paul Mokgeti October 2004, 
part of the HIV-positive gay men oral history archive at GALA. There was no age listed for this 
particular individual, so I am unable to ascertain certain particulars about this narrative and 
therefore am unable to completely contextualize the time period of which he is speaking. 
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of urban contexts into rural areas via individuals who have migrated back and forth between 
contexts. And when others called him usis’bhuti, he felt it to be a good fit for him: he liked the 
label and felt comfortable inhabiting it. In Ishmael’s narrative, we can see that there is a structure 
of looking at him as a gendered subject that did not foreground ideas about homosexuality, 
although they may have also been used to describe him. Rather, the most significant terms that 
he comes into sexual subjectivity through are the gendered terms of an ethnic sexual ideology 
and one that foregrounds his feminine comportment despite his being a boy (bhuti)—and this is a 
normative experience for him, one that felt right to inhabit at the time. 
Ishmael was not Zulu, but it is perhaps not surprising that he retold his experience of 
sexual subjectivity within a Zulu vernacular. IsiZulu is the most widely spoken African language 
among black South Africans and serves as a type of lingua franca in many township contexts 
across the country, and is the ethnic language that is predominantly used for these types of 
innocuous as well as discriminatory processes of sexual subjectivation. However, there are 
analogues to stabane within other ethnic vernaculars in South Africa: isiXhosa, isiNdebele, 
Tshivenda, Sesotho, Sepedi, Setswana, Siswati, Xitsonga, and Afrikaans. For instance, one 
Sesotho-speaking informant mentioned to me during an interview that the Sesotho word darasi 
(meaning intersex, or an individual has both male and female genatalia) is used with the same 
cultural effect in the Soweto townships.78 Both the use of darasi and stabane as accusation are an 
recently emergent form of symbolic violence. They function as a form of legitimation for 
conservative elements of ethnic sexual ideologies, thus belying these conservatives’ claims to 
represent a timeless, indigenous African culture. In some cases, these discursive accusations 
serve as marginalizing devaluations in order to authorize physical and sexual violence against 
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78 Interview with Karabo, 2011, Soweto, Johannesburg. 
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individuals and groups that are accused. For instance, during my field research many black 
gender nonconforming gay and lesbian informants described experiences of rape where the 
perpetrators announced, sometimes during the assault, that the point was “to show them how to 
be a real man”79—or woman, depending on the person’s anatomical sex and perceived gender. 
Many Zulu-speaking people would recognize the subject positions of gender plastic men 
who were assigned female sex at birth (who are not trans-identified) and gender plastic women 
who were assigned male sex at birth (who are also not trans-identified). In political discourse, 
though, such categories become problematic in ways that I explored through the case study of 
ideological gridlock in the BBC World Debate presented in chapter 3. In other words, most black 
South Africans live daily with these forms of gender plasticity. However, the global 
representational politics around gender and sexuality seem to increasingly foreclose any regular 
articulation of these marginalized experiences within civil society. Such representational politics 
are racialized with marginal experiences of gender plasticity among poor black South Africans 
acting as suppressed presences in the false antinomies produced by the pitting of liberal against 
multiple ethnic sexual ideologies. 
Anthropological analyses have demonstrated other false dichotomies in the South African 
context with regard to HIV ARV access where biomedical and health activists posited 
themselves on one side of the liberal/ethnic divide and the Mbeki “AIDS denialists” on the other 
(Fassin 2007; Robins 2004). Ethnographic analyses place the Mbeki administration’s position in 
historical and political perspective. Rather than representing the so-called denialist position as 
merely subjective belief, these ethnographic studies point out that the Mbeki administration’s 
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79 Interview with Kosan, 2011, Soweto, Johannesburg; field notes 2013, Braamfontein, 
Johannesburg. This precise issue also came up in Ishmael Ngozo’s oral history narrative in the 
GALA archival material. 
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stance was a form of racialized resistance to what was cast by the administration as expert, white, 
Western, biomedical and behavioral paradigms that have stereotyped black Africans and blamed 
their supposed immorality and sexual deviance for their disease. Fassin (2007) contextualized the 
administration’s denial of the efficacy of antiretroviral drugs by highlighting the exploitation of 
black South Africans by colonial medical science, arguing that black South Africans in particular 
corporeally remember these historical injustices in the present. 
In a similar way, a racialized ideological dichotomy has emerged around gender and 
sexuality and their politicization in the public sphere. Representations of gender plastic subject 
positions do not circulate by way of ethnic (read as black, or African) or liberal (normatively cast 
as white, or European) sexual ideologies. Fassin (2007) and Robins (2004) argue that pragmatic 
understandings of the social and historical processes that have determined the scope of the HIV 
epidemic in South Africa have been effaced in lieu of the dominance of biomedical rationality 
about the etiology and epidemiology of HIV. Likewise, I am arguing here that the way in which 
South Africans enact what could be called pragmatic forms of gendered sexual personhood in 
everyday cultural scenarios is similarly marginalized. Thus, the way in which liberal and ethnic 
sexual ideologies interrelate, vying among themselves for social hegemony, marginalizes these 
gender nonconforming and plastic subject positions.  
This occurs in a context of ongoing contestations over what is considered authentically 
traditional ethnic culture and, therefore, African and what is considered a modern or foreign 
imposition from the colonial remnants of apartheid. The dominant aspects of ideologies (on both 
“sides”) within the legible signs and symbols of political action, severely curtail the potential to 
enact gendered forms of sexual personhood and composite sexual subjectivities in organized 
civil society. In this way, such subjectivity is suppressed to the point of being illegible at best—
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and at worst, impossible—for many of the South Africans with whom I spent time during my 
fieldwork. It should also be noted that the ability to move between these relatively plastic subject 
positions is a situation that is, to my knowledge, limited to black subjects and is dependent upon 
a person’s ability to move in, out of, and across a range of class-delimited contexts and raced 
geographies. Such contexts are based to a degree on the racial logics underpinning apartheid-era 
urban geographies in the form of race-segregated urban areas, townships, suburbs, and rural 
areas, which were formerly referred to as “African homelands” in the apartheid imaginary. 
Anatomy of a Protest; or, How to Inhabit Multiple Ideologies 
Further demonstrating the particularly complex terrain of sexual orientation and gendered 
sociality that individuals draw upon to juxtapose composite sexual subjectivities in South Africa, 
it is helpful to examine an ostensibly universal ritual that is widely publicized and enjoys high 
rates of participation. This annual custom alternately constitutes as well as contests a sense of 
collective belonging in what some regularly term the “LGBT community”—one may add here, 
however, many other letters one feels should be included on a list of sexual and gender 
nonnormative identities. I am clearly referring here the LGBT—Q (Queer), I (Intersex), maybe A 
(Asexual), and perhaps another Q (Questioning) —pride marches. They are performed as highly 
visible spectacles of “community” celebration, cohesion, catharsis, and, for some, cathexis 
(especially given the rampant commercialization of pride events in Johannesburg as well as other 
world metropoles). In these ritual marches and parades, LGBT and other queer groups attempt to 
consolidate as well as contest the sentiments of pride as well as protest among a rainbow 
coalition of heterogeneous sexual subjects.  
The theme for the twenty-second annual Johannesburg Pride celebrations in 2011 was 
“Born This Gay.” It was a riffed wordplay on the global hit pop song “Born This Way” by Lady 
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Gaga. Much could be interpreted about this particular cultural appropriation. For example, a self-
described radical lesbian feminist in South Africa who helped organize the widely publicized 
disruption of the 2012 Johannesburg Pride march expressed to me that such an appropriation 
“alienated most of the LGBT community.”80 According to this informant, the dubbed meaning of 
this appropriation—gay taking the place of way—limited the addressees of pride’s theme to 
those who identify in some way with the sexual identity category “gay” and was felt by many to 
be exclusionary of lesbians and transgendered persons.81 To state it perhaps more adequately for 
the South African context, many gender nonconforming people here may not feel that “being 
gay” or “lesbian” are necessarily natural ways of being in the world. Indeed, for these South 
Africans, LGBT subject positions are not easily distributed, translated, or inhabited possibilities 
of sexual personhood. As explored in the previous chapter, a number of factors, such as race, 
class and gender, have mediated the distribution of these possibilities and the degree to which 
individuals can draw upon such ideas in order to enact their sexual and gender identities. 
Almost precisely one year later, during the 2012 Joburg Pride celebrations, a number of 
lesbian and other gender variant and self-described radical queer activists working with an NGO 
called One in Nine, disrupted the pride march, in an act of what they termed “civil 
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80 Interview with white lesbian feminist activist, 2010, Braamfontein, Johannesburg, 
South Africa. 
81 I use the term dub here to reference a cultural process and metaphor that Tom 
Boellstorff has coined to describe the “nonteoleological, transformative dimensions of 
globalizing [cultural] processes” (2005: 86). The purpose of this metaphor is to undermine the 
idea that global mass media is able to project cultural and sexual ideologies from one culture 
onto another. In this instance, actors in South Africa have decided how the signs and symbols 
from one culture are circulated and dubbed into this national context. The way that variously 
situated actors interpret the meaning and norms of inclusion and exclusion that the slogan “Born 
This Gay” enacts is also determined by the interplay and dynamics of existing ideologies in the 
South African context. I will expand this discussion of “dubbing” in relation to the enactment of 
queer subjectivities and discourses later in this chapter when exploring how notions of queerness 
have circulated from Euro-American locales and have been enacted by social actors in South 
African political discourse. 
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disobedience”—a significant choice with respect to this particular event. This naming strategy, I 
believe, has something both to do with both the genealogy of this particular protest and the 
genealogy of the idea of civil disobedience as it has circulated globally during the past 150 years. 
This was the second performance of One in Nine’s protest: the first staging occurred about two 
months previously in Pretoria, South Africa. At both events, the protestors asked for a moment of 
silence to acknowledge the violence against lesbian women in South Africa. When the marches 
did not stop the protesters cut off the march’s route by laying down in the road among effigies of 
murdered black lesbians and carrying banners emblazoned with the messages “NO CAUSE FOR 
CELEBRATION” and “DYING FOR JUSTICE.” In the first event, the activists intended to 
disrupt a march put on by the ANC Women’s League during the annual public holiday National 
Women’s Day. The march was intended to celebrate the “progress made on women’s rights” in 
South Africa (One in Nine Campaign 2012). Members of the activist group One in Nine and the 
constituencies they represented felt that the ANC-led government had not taken adequate 
measures to protect the rights of women; their evidence was the continuing endemic violence 
against women, including sexual violence and hate crimes against gender nonconforming 
women. From the individuals I spoke with in the field the ANC Women’s League Women’s Day 
disruption protest had a desired effect of raising the concerns and having them heard by ANC 
representatives that the violence against black lesbians in South Africa has yet to be adequately 
addressed by the ruling party. This action was one of many from a number of LGBTQ sexual 
rights NGOs that have been calling on the ANC government to address the rape and murder of 
LGBTQ South Africans. 
In its annual report, One in Nine wrote, “The activists demanded one minute of silence to 
mark the unending war on women’s bodies and an acknowledgement from the ANC Women’s 
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League that it was a time for struggle, not celebration” (One in Nine Campaign 2012:14). The 
same tactics were used and the same rights claims and reasoning for a minute of silence were 
made during the Joburg Pride march two months later. During the National Women’s Day 
disruption, when the notion of civil disobedience was mobilized, it was directed at a specific 
state political apparatus—namely, the ANC government. In the case of Joburg Pride, however, 
the actions were directed not at a state entity but rather at an NGO’s corporate board. Such a 
distinction regarding the entity being protested marks a significant shift both in the way that 
these activists understand their relationship to the particular addressee of their protest and in how 
their actions were interpreted by various groups. One field informant who works in the LGBT 
sector had intimated that the organizers of the disruptions did not expect to have as much of a 
negative reaction to the Pride disruption, given the success of the National Women’s Day 
disruption. The difference in reception of both protest events could arguably have had much to 
do with the way that the organizers, perhaps too broadly, defined civil disobedience and, on the 
other hand, with the lack of a state entity to which the protest actions were directed, as was the 
case with the Pride disruption. 
At Joburg Pride the protestors were specifically protesting the “commercialization” and 
putatively “depoliticized” character of Joburg Pride. One of the protest organizers had written a 
history of Joburg Pride for her master’s thesis (Craven 2011). In this historiographic account, 
there is an emphasis on the commercialization of Joburg Pride since it was first held in 1990, a 
process interpreted throughout this thesis as “depoliticization.” Saba Mahmood (2005) has 
demonstrated that engaging with cultural norms, such as commercial exchange transactions, is 
not inherently depoliticizing. In fact, she argues that engaging with the cultural norms of piety 
among Egyptian Muslim women can have unforeseen political effects that are occluded if one 
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disregards their practices as political. Furthermore, she argues that such an argument is 
ethnocentric, classist, and racist, given its roots in a culturally particular form of feminism that 
developed historically among a primarily white, wealthy, and Western context. In a similar vein, 
analyses like those that cast Joburg Pride’s commercialization as innately depoliticizing seem to 
gloss over the aspects of inhabiting market realities, like a commercialized Joburg Pride, that are 
political for others. 
For one, not all who marched that day agreed with the radicals’ conception of Joburg 
Pride as depoliticized. Others perceived the meaning of the march in quite a different register. 
For instance, one of black gay informants, whom I will refer to as Obonye, lives in a township 
just south of Soweto, near Sebokeng, the township where the famous gay activist Simon Nkoli 
called home. Obonye supported the radicals’ remembrance and protest of the rape and murder of 
black lesbians in South Africa. However, given the tenor and gestures of the disruption, he could 
not understand their intent or their message. During the action itself, he thought they were 
conservative religious protesters who “were hating on our ‘Waltz of Fame.’”82 Obonye used the 
phrasing “waltz of fame” to index the fact that there are many black gay men, male-bodied 
“women,” and drag queens from townships across the Gauteng Province and surrounding rural 
areas who make the costly and long trip to Rosebank. They do so in order to express their 
femininity and gender nonconformity without fear of being harassed verbally or physically. 
Obonye specifically mentioned that this waltz of fame provides one of the few occasions on 
which these individuals can feel free to express their gender in this particular way without threat 
of violent censure from conservative traditionalists in public. The fact that these groups rename 
and reconceive the Joburg Pride march as a “waltz of fame” should be seen as a politicized 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82 Field notes 2012.  
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inhabitation of the commercialization of Joburg Pride. In this way, the reading of Joburg Pride as 
depoliticized, suppresses the gendered personhood of the black gay men who use the march as a 
way to publicly express forms of drag and femininity that are typically reserved for semi-private 
events in townships, like drag shows and beauty contests. These events are regularly held at 
community centers in townships and at a nightclub in downtown Johannesburg. However, they 
are not as public or as publicized as Joburg Pride.!! 
For instance, the 2011 Soweto Pride march was held in the relatively affluent township of 
Meadowlands within Soweto. During the march, I was with a group of three black gay men from 
the surrounding townships. These men were dressed somewhat in a feminine way, and 
comported themselves slightly effeminately, but none were as overtly feminine and decked out 
like most black gay men like them would have been at Joburg Pride. In other words, the displays 
of gender nonconformity by black gay men at Soweto Pride were turned way down as compared 
with Joburg Pride. The Soweto Pride march and festival attracted upwards of around five 
hundred people, which is a mere fraction of Joburg event. As we were marching, the vast 
majority of Soweto residents flanked the parade route on either side and were cheering in support 
and praise of the marchers. However, as we neared the end of the route, a group of four men 
shouted a number of homophobic epithets at the three gay men and myself. In response to the 
hate speech, and perhaps emboldened by the marching crowd and the support of the rest of the 
Soweto residents, the three gay men turned quite effeminate, scolding the men as a mother would 
a misbehaving child. This sort of harassment of lesbians, gay men, transgender, and gender 
nonconforming persons in township settings is all too common. 
For these reasons, as commercialized and problematic as the Joburg Pride march is, it is 
important that others’ desire to have a public platform for self-expression not go 
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unacknowledged. In the way that these types of sexual subjects engage with the commercialized, 
liberal norm of Joburg Pride—as a platform for a marginalized form of ethnic gender expression 
and celebration—it is hard to see how their actions could be considered co-opted or overwritten 
by commercialization. Rather, such actions should be viewed as part of the heterogeneity of 
social relations that Chakrabarty argues do not necessarily “contribute to the reproduction of the 
logic of capital [but] can be intimately intertwined with the relations that do” (Chakrabarty 
2008a: 64). Most of the 2012 Joburg Pride march participants with whom I spoke were unable to 
figure out during the march what the message and intent of the protest action was. The intended 
message of the protesters only became known after a number of online news reports surfaced, 
and after the group that organized the disruption published an edited video of the protest on 
YouTube (One in Nine Campaign 2012). The video includes a voice-over narration consisting of 
a historiographical interpretation of the history of Joburg Pride while images of the disruption 
protest play. 
A number of observations can be drawn from these informants’ interpretations of the 
protest and the practices of mediation in which the organizers of the event engaged. First, the 
intended, primary addressees of the action would not seem to be the pride marchers that day, 
which was approximated by one source as 20,000 individuals (DeBarros 2012), many of whom 
could be described as gender nonconforming or queer South Africans. If this were the case, there 
would have been a much wider audience who understood the message and point of the protest, 
along with the calls for a minute of silence. Second, by the protest organizers having planned to 
film, edit, and upload a narrated historiography of the Joburg Pride march, it would seem that the 
primary addressees of the disruption were not the pride marcher attendees themselves, but rather 
a more diffuse and dispersed public. Arguably, this public would be relatively privileged, given 
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that its members would require Internet-connected computers.83 I use the term privileged here 
since the majority of South Africans are unable to afford a computer and most have limited 
Internet access by way of their mobile phones. In light of this dynamic, it is unclear how the 
disruption can be seen to have addressed the gender nonconforming South Africans who were 
present at the pride march and who most definitely are victimized by sexual and physical 
violence, which were the issues cited for staging the disruption. 
Additionally, the intended message of the group that Joburg Pride had become 
depoliticized, paradoxically effaces the actions of gender nonconforming gay men, male-bodied 
women, and drag queens who continue to use the public, albeit commercialized, platform of the 
Joburg Pride march as a form of self-fashioning, which should not a priori be conceived as 
depoliticized. Rather this form of social action is perhaps best interpreted as what Achille 
Mbembe has termed an “African mode of self-writing” (Mbembe 2002), which he argues is a 
political act and should be recognized as such. On more than one occasion during my two years 
of fieldwork, self-described radical activists (from a liberal perspective) had denigrated this 
mode of self-writing as not “doing the hard work of protest” that more confrontational tactics 
were seen to have among these self-described radical groups.84 It is not that the gay men I spoke 
with in the field felt that there was not a need for confrontational and harder-edged street protests 
that the disruption signified – as I mentioned before, they supported it. However, I don’t believe 
they would agree with the devaluation of drag as a form of protest in relation to more 
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83 I use the term privileged here since although Internet access is extremely widespread in 
South Africa, the costs of data bundles—particularly for Internet connection and data viewing by 
phone, which is how most South Africans access online content—are quite high. Watching an 
Internet video such as the one the protestors uploaded onto YouTube would therefore be quite 
expensive, if not cost prohibitive, for the majority of South Africans. 
84 Jottings from field notes taken during sexuality-focused NGO board meeting (2012) 
and from jottings in field notes at a Reclaim Our Pride community meeting; comment made by 
an avowed radical feminist (2013). 
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confrontational forms. This devaluation also seemed to be a gendered phenomenon. This 
symbolic economy of the value of protest typically operates whereby masculine subjects of 
either sex and across race and class devalue hyperfeminine forms of protest and celebration, such 
as performing drag during commercialized events. In this way, we can see how the politicization 
and the creation of political and cultural values is mediated by the relationship between liberal 
and Zulu fields of cultural legibility. 
Examining the 2011 Joburg Pride slogan of “Born This Gay” and the 2012 disruption, it 
is difficult to see how either the Joburg Pride organizers or those protesting the event have taken 
account of the cultural and ideological dynamics that are at play in the suppression of everyday 
sexual life in South Africa. This everyday existence includes complex interests, identities, and 
ironic contradictions in experiences of sexual queerness and gendered homoerotic desire 
occurring among contemporary South African publics. For these reasons and the purposes of this 
analysis, it seems necessary to trouble the radicals’ presumption that commercialization is 
inherently depoliticizing. For instance, Lady Gaga’s own “manifesto of Mother Monster” 
gestures to the infinite possibilities of personhood vis-à-vis the practices of pastiche, and the 
mobilization of the monstrous through an emergent form of cultural critique that Jack 
Halberstam (2012) has elaborated under the label “gaga feminism” Halberstam argues that this 
mode of feminist critique, rather than acceding to and legitimizing “clichéd accounts of women 
striking out for independence and becoming powerful in the process . . . [instead] looks into the 
shadows of history for its heroes and finds them loudly refusing the categories that have been 
assigned to them” (Halberstam 2012:xiv, emphasis added). However, within a postcolonial 
context like South Africa the ghosts of multiple histories (Chakrabarty 2008b) should be 
considered heroic, and not just those that linger in shadows cast by the oppressive light of 
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European Enlightenment thinking about race (Mbembe 2002: specifically pages 245-252), 
gender, and sexuality. 
In a time and place such as contemporary Johannesburg it is at the very least ironic, if not 
dubious, to compare these shadows with those in Halberstam’s queer account of gaga feminism 
in the United States. In the South African context, and in agreement with a radical liberal 
framing, it is perhaps cynical to cast the commoditized figure of Lady Gaga in such radical light 
as the Joburg Pride organizers attempted to do in 2011—cynicism here being symptomatic of 
late liberalism ideologies par excellence.85 However, one can discern how multiple histories of 
gender and sexuality are entwined within contemporary South African commercialized social 
forms, such as Joburg Pride. For instance, the “waltz of fame” is one informant’s description of a 
social practice that is embedded within the commercialized social relations of this event. The set 
of gender relations and the form of gender nonconformity that this informant and his drag queen 
friends enact in such a commercialized space arguably has less to do with reproducing the 
oppressive and grossly unequal capitalist social formation of post-apartheid South African 
society and more to do with the enactment of gendered social relations that are marginalized 
within the shadows of both liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. 
It is precisely in these shadows or margins—specifically those cast from these multiple 
sexual ideological “eye[s] of power” (Foucault 1980), and that contradict both liberal and ethnic 
sexual ideological framings—where I attempt to situate my reading of the disruption of 2012 
Joburg Pride march as well as the appropriated 2011 Pride theme “Born This Gay.” This 
perspective is suffused with the perceptions offered to me by field informants, which include 
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85 For a compelling discussion of cynicism as a form of ideology, see Slavoj Žižek’s 
(1994a: in particular, pages 311-313) analysis of Peter Sloterdijk’s (1988) mediations on 
cynicism as the dominant mode of ideology in contemporary contexts. 
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those who work within the LGBT sector as well as those who were part of the 2012 Joburg Pride 
march. These readings trouble each spectacle as a partial performance: one cynical, one solemn. 
Each favors a particular polarizing ideology of pride or protest, while simultaneously positing 
itself as progressive, inclusive, or both. Rather than progressive, and leaning toward 
oversimplification, both performances threaten any reading of cultural complexity or nuance to 
be “against” an otherwise enlightened or radical agenda. On the one hand, “Born This Gay” 
stands as a fetishistic and vacuous appropriation of Gaga’s equally fetishized “monster 
manifesto.” Both cultural mantras are sloganized for circulatory ease and fecund replication and 
repetition through global media circuits. 
The appropriation “Born This Gay,” however, strips the title of any of its potential 
feminist or queer pretenses, readings, or aspirations and reorganizes it underneath a 
homonormative, and particularly phallogocentric, synecdoche. Here, the notion of “gay,” 
inseparable from its masculinist connotations in the South African context, parades around as a 
cynical, general equivalent for all nonnormative sexual subjects (Goux 1990b).86 It is to such a 
general equivalent to which all nonnormative South African sexual subjectivities putatively turn 
in response to its hail,87 in order to mirror and realize their own values through establishing a 
specular relationship with this privileged subject position. The 2011 Pride theme functions in this 
context in the mode of cynical reason, as “the crooked smile of open immorality” (Sloterdijk 
1988: 4): the organizers would know such a slogan may not resonate for the majority of Pride 
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86 For an in-depth discussion of the constitution of symbolic economies see, in particular, 
the first chapter of Goux’s text, “Numismatics: An Essay in Theoretical Numismatics” (1990a). 
87 For a compelling argument of the psychic life of ideological hailing and how processes 
of subjectivation are constituted both by the internalization of external social norms and through 
psychodynamic processes, see Judith Butler’s (1997b) account. However, that particular analysis 
is limited when interpreting social fields where more than one cultural field operates in the way 
that it a priori. 
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attendees, yet they organized the event under its sign anyway. The appropriated theme stands 
cynically as a rallying slogan for the ostensibly infinite potentiality of queer commercial 
inventions that Gaga’s song gestures toward, but which remain unattainable for the majority of 
LGBTQ and gender nonconforming South Africans, largely due to grinding poverty in the nation 
with the highest levels of economic inequality on the planet. 
Regarding the disruption of the 2012 Joburg Pride march, many other LGBTQ South 
Africans were sympathetic to—and would consider themselves at least partially in solidarity 
with—the messages of the radical protesters. Specifically, many remain concerned that Joburg 
Pride has become too commercialized, and in doing so, has lost overt aspects of political 
relevance and resistance. While it may be true that Joburg Pride was a highly commercialized 
event at the time of the disruption, there is an ethnocentric conception of politics and how social 
change happens that implicitly underwrites the disruption. At best, such a conception is 
blinkered, not taking into account that there are both Zulu and liberal cultural fields that 
determine the possibilities for a diverse and robust set of political actions. At worst, this 
conception is conservatively ethnocentric by denouncing the practices and meanings accorded to 
the “waltz of fame” as depoliticizing. Regarding of the role of women’s mosque movement and 
how its members inhabit the social norms of female piety in Egypt, Saba Mahmood has argued 
that “it would be wrong to characterize the women’s mosque movement as an abandonment of 
politics” (2005: 3). Likewise, it would be wrong of the so-called radical protestors to characterize 
the actions of black gay men and drag queens, who participate in great numbers in Joburg Pride 
as an abandonment of politics.  
Also, many feel that the way in which the protest was conducted and staged were deeply 
contradictory. For example, an influential, distinguished, and respected South African 
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government official who agreed with the sentiments of the overcommercialization of Pride 
nevertheless expressed deep concern over these events, telling me that the 2012 disruption was a 
“self-lacerating” act (field notes 2012). The unconscious object of self-laceration, or trauma, that 
my informant is referring to is not the corporate board of Joburg Pride. Arguably, self-laceration 
is an unconscious affective escape from a traumatic social division. As the Žižek epigraph I 
chose for this chapter suggests, the male-bodied women and drag queens effacing gendered 
social divisions inhabit Joburg Pride but can also be read as contesting that commercialized 
space. These types of practices are actively produced as suppressed presences resulting from 
gendered antagonisms and from the political conflicts sustained between liberal and ethnic 
sexual ideologies. 
The complexity of the sociosexual field that I just sketched suggests a need for a revised 
appraisal and critical understanding of political tactics around gender and sexuality that accounts 
for, and is able to respond to and critique within and across, various ideological frames. Failure 
to do so will continue an ongoing process whereby particular interests will continue to represent 
themselves as universal and radical (i.e., the poles of the liberal sexual ideology) or traditionally 
indigenous (ethnic sexual ideology) when they may, in fact, inadvertently shore up precisely the 
types of economic and political ideologies they claim to undermine: namely, late capitalist 
gender and race relations. 
Queer Subjectivities, Queering Subjectivity 
In this section, I will explore how black South Africans enact and inhabit an emergent 
form of sexual subjectivity that I refer to as queer.88 I will also explore complex, sutured sexual 
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88 I introduce the construction queer here to mark a particular set of nonnormative subject 
positions that I will argue are specific to contemporary South African contexts. By italicizing the 
word and leaving it in quotation marks, I intend to mark a particular form of subjectivity that is 
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subjectivities that seem to exist at the margins of multiple cultural fields that, perhaps without 
being conscious of it, queer Euro American–centric understandings of integrated and continuous 
subjectivity and processes of ideological subjectivation (Butler 1997b). As is the case with ideas 
about queerness in Euro-American contexts, the meanings and mobilizations around queerness in 
South Africa are highly contested. Generally speaking, and similar to the preceding examples, 
queer and gender nonconforming subjects inhabit competing sexual ideologies and coexisting 
cultural fields within their everyday lives as well as in professional work contexts in the case of 
gender and sexuality-focused NGOs.89 
One example of this was when I was meeting with a group of queer activists in a suburb 
in northern Johannesburg during a follow-up field visit back to South Africa in the summer of 
2013. The director of the organization had a long history of organizing in the LGBT sector in 
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both emergent in and particular to South Africa, which has traveled here from Euro-American 
locales, which have constituted the geopolitical center of the production of a body of academic 
scholarship and political orientation that is typically referred to as queer theory. Through 
examining a number of ethnographic observations and informant interviews, I describe why I 
believe it is necessary to use this construction to represent “queerness” in detail below. For now, 
readers should interpret the construction as connoting a point of difference from, yet a dubbed 
kinship with, Euro-American notions of queerness and queer political traditions. 
89 In continuing to enact the notion of “inhabiting” ideologies, or sociocultural norms, 
from the previous section, I gesture toward Saba Mahmood’s (2005) critique of Western feminist 
and queer political strategies and traditions as a preferred and/or privileged approach to 
understanding the intersection of gender and sexuality and political action. By drawing on 
Foucauldian interpretations of Aristotelian ethics (Foucault 1990 [1985]-a; Foucault 1997), 
Mahmood argues that how subjects inhabit normative practices and moral codes will have wide-
reaching and heretofore unacknowledged social and political effects. Thus, she argues, how 
subjects engage with and inhabit norms can have unpredictable outcomes. In this way, she argues 
against radical feminist and queer theorizing about political action that a priori and 
ethnocentrically rejects normative engagement as agency, or construed more widely, a program 
for social change. The analysis presented here follows Mahmood in this regard, and without 
disregarding these so-called radical forms of agency as important tactics in the thinking and 
doing of sexual politics in the South African context. 
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South Africa and was active in the anti-apartheid struggle before that, since the 1980s.90 As I 
mentioned in the introductory chapter when I was discussing my research and observations, my 
descriptions of women and men were met with mute silence. When I was telling them about 
Nomzama or Fokaza’s narratives (chapter 2), these queer activists did not comment about or 
critique them. Rather, they refrained from responding, even though in other contexts informants 
would readily understand the types of customary sexual and gendered subjectivities I was 
describing. At the time, I wasn’t sure what to make of this since I thought the experiences of men 
and women who were assigned a different sex at birth that I was describing sounded to me 
germane to these activists’ work since these types of customary sexual subjectivities do not fit 
dominant narratives within liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. However, the traveling of Euro-
American notions of queerness into the particular context of South Africa has undoubtedly 
shifted its meaning. In the words of one informant who has researched gendered experiences of 
sexuality extensively over the past two decades in South Africa, “queer acts as more of an 
umbrella term in this context collecting nonnormative individuals and groups,” rather than a term 
or idea that indexes “a broadly based, subversive sexual and intimate politics.”91 Given this 
description, perhaps these queer activists are arguably best understood as producing and 
productive of a normative margin of sexual and gender nonconforming individuals that is 
situated within the logics of a liberal sexual ideology. 
The response of taciturn reserve by these activists serves as an example of how the 
relation of the heterodox (ethnic) and orthodox (liberal) sexual ideologies relate to one another as 
a kind of obligatory yin and yang for everyday sexual symbolism in South Africa. By vying for 
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90  Field notes 2014. Interview with “queer activist,” Johannesburg, 2012. I also 
referenced these observations in the introductory chapter. 
91 Field notes 2014. 
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hegemonic influence, these ideologies seem to afford subjects an escape from perennial and 
unrepresentable contradictions that inhere within gender nonconforming narratives like Fokaza’s 
and Nomzama’s. As John and Jean Comaroff (1991) have argued, the shared doxic social 
unconscious of hegemony should expressly not be considered as an extension of psychological 
understandings of the individual psyche: in other words, as a collective unconscious. The 
antithesis of this shared consciousness, of course, is that which is obscured from consciousness 
as the unquestioned, misrecognized arbitrariness of social convention and habituation. Such an 
unconscious is best conceived through Bourdieu’s concept of doxa (Bourdieu 1977: 168). He 
describes doxa as the unremarkable and undisputed common sense of everyday hegemonic social 
existence that encompasses both orthodox (liberal) and heterodox (ethnic) sexual ideologies, 
opinions, and practices. It is the relationship between ideology, hegemony, culture, and the social 
that is necessary to explore in order to understand what queer means in the context of 
contemporary South African social life. In light of the example of queer activist silence 
regarding descriptions of customary gender identities like Fokaza and Nomzama’s queer, in the 
South African context, seems to be just as caught up in the struggle between and the 
juxtaposition of liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies. The mute reaction of these queer activists 
silently bespeaks the possibility that queer subjectivity in this case simultaneously inhabits the 
dominant hegemonic relations between these ideologies. Just as liberal and conservative ethnic 
social actors articulations of sexual politics in the BBC Debate in chapter 3 worked to suppress 
alternative readings of the customary with regard to ethno-sexuality, queer activists are also 
silent when presented with similar experiences. 
As I demonstrated in the preceding chapters, multiple and overlapping fields of sexual 
and gender identities have emerged coevally in South Africa. In contemporary contexts, multiple 
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sexual ideologies vie for hegemony in the political milieu of post-apartheid South African 
society. This rest of this chapter will examine how subjects inhabit overlapping sexual ideologies 
that populate and are unevenly distributed throughout this social field along lines of race and 
class by enacting complex sexual and gender identities. Further, I will examine how national 
dramas staged over the legitimate signs of sexuality indicate how these contests demarcate the 
limits of cultural and racial identity and legibility. These dramas typically take the form of a set 
of caustic and racialized ontopolitical conflicts between groups organized around these 
ideologies and typically conceived of politically as liberals and conservative traditionalists. I 
argue that these ideological clashes be understood as political contestations over which ideology 
will endure as the hegemonic order of black sexual life in the postcolonial era. 
In order to ground the abstraction involved in thinking ideology, I want to explore a 
particular and paradigmatic example of the complex subjectivities that are produced through the 
interactions of these ideologies. This story was imparted to me during an interview I conducted 
with a young black Swazi male in his early twenties who self-identified as gay. He grew up in 
Soweto, and we were talking about how he came to an understanding of himself as a gay male. I 
will use the pseudonym Themba to refer to him. During our conversation, he described growing 
up wanting to be a girl: 
In my community I think we are two of us. The other one was gay but too much of a guy. 
And I was the gay one, you know. I used to play with girls. So people had that thing, “Oh, 
you want to be a girl.” And I said, “Yes, sometimes I want to be a girl. I want to grow up. I 
want to be a girl.” And when you’re growing up, you’re asking yourself, “Do I really want to 
be a girl?” . . . [Some] girls are around who are much older than me, maybe if I’m wearing 
some girly top, [they say,] “Oooh, you look stunning, that. It’s so girly.” You know? And 
you feel like okay you are a girl. . . . [It’s] a compliment but you’re like, “Oh god!” . . . But 
when I started seeing the other side, when I grew up. Then, okay, I said to myself, “No, you 
know what, ‘‘m not, I don’t want to be a girl. I’m gay.” . . . At the end of the day you are a 
guy. You know, every guy, like a straight guy, if they have wet dreams and you’re gay, 
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you’re also gonna have wet dreams.92 
 
Themba mentioned that he and his group of friends all wanted to be girls growing up and that a 
number of them took hormone pills and patches to modify their bodies.93 I asked Themba about 
his and his friends’ reasons for wanting to be girls at the time, even though he had since changed 
his mind and decided that the terms man and gay were more fitting descriptors. He responded, 
It’s people around you . . . like homophobic people. Sometimes you feel like, you know 
what, I want to be a girl because when I’m a girl nobody’s gonna call me gay, nobody’s 
gonna treat me bad, nobody’s gonna swear at me when I pass him. You know? We had that 
thing, [where] you want to be girls. Like, especially we used to envy our friend, [Sipho]. The 
one who was transgender. . . . Because when you’re walking [with] her she’s like a girl, and 
you’re like gay. And people are like, “Oh gays!” And she’s like, “Ah, okay, they’re not 
talking to me because I’m a girl.” . . . Sipho, he always considered herself as a woman, not 
thinking [she was] a transgender. Because when maybe we were walking in the mall, people 
can see me and Simphiwe as guys [and] they can see her as a girl. . . . Yeah, but tjo! She’s a 
girl. Everywhere we go they consider him as a girl and us as guys.94 
 
What is striking in this example are the contrasting frames of reference that Themba and 
his friend Sipho used to explain their social relations and self-identities. For Themba’s 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
92 Interview with Themba, 2011, Soweto, Johannesburg, South Africa. 
93 There is limited research done regarding the availability and use of sex-hormone 
therapy among LGBT-identified persons. Of course, there is no research regarding gender 
nonconforming individuals as I have described them throughout this dissertation. However, 
anecdotally, the wait list for sex-reassignment surgery for individuals who are seeking it is 
reported to be extremely long. As one informant mentioned to me in conversation, only one 
hospital in South Africa, in Cape Town, currently offers this surgery, and apparently it schedules 
only a limited number of surgeries per year. For a compendium of personal stories about 
specifically transgender South Africans and their experiences with hormone therapies, see many 
of the narratives collected in Morgan et al. (2009). It must also be noted that this set of 
representations about trans, or gender nonconforming, experience in South Africa is strictly 
limited to trans-identified people. An informant who works at a sexuality-focused NGO in South 
Africa had indicated that exclusions were made to this compendium. For instance, the 
organizations that produced the compendium decided that an individual who had been 
interviewed for the collection but who identified as a transvestite should not be included in this 
book. In light of this form of politicized silencing, liberal categories and the politics that they are 
invested with around identity in South Africa can be seen to have exclusionary implications that 
are problematic for understanding the complexity and range of gender nonconforming 
experience there. 
94 Interview with Themba, 2011, Soweto, Johannesburg, South Africa. 
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understanding of himself as a gay man, it is significant that he made sense of being gay by 
making epistemological reference to an anatomical function of his body through his statement 
about having nocturnal emissions just like “every guy.” Granted, not only men become aroused 
in their sleep, but the context of his statement is one in which he uses the wet dream as a 
metonymic device. The physiological experience of ejaculation brought on by the dream stands 
as an anatomical fetish, an evidentiary logic existing within a liberal form of reasoning that links 
his anatomical sex to a male gender and gay sexuality. He compared his experience of this sexual 
function as the same as that of straight men, thus foregrounding anatomical sex as the basis for 
self-knowledge about his social position and identity as “being a gay man.” Alternatively, from 
Themba’s description of Sipho, we can glean that she does not seem to think of herself as a 
transgender person. Rather, according to Themba, she saw herself as a woman. Recall Themba 
saying that Sipho “always considered herself as a woman, not thinking [she was] a transgender.” 
When the label transgender is used to describe Sipho, it is Themba who used it. The social 
identities and categories like “gay,” “homosexual,” and “transgender” that Themba invoked all 
exist primarily within a psychiatric—which is to say, liberal—style of reasoning about sexuality 
and sexual experience. 
Sipho, on the other hand, located herself in contraposition to this sex/gender system: she 
described herself as a woman. Themba explicated the complexities of this subject position by 
referencing her practices of social gender presentation and bodily comportment, and through the 
looking and bodily reading practices of the others they pass in the mall. In the scene of sexual 
sociality that Themba described, all of the figures being narrated about were engaged in 
knowledge production and circulation practices that did not reference a liberal interpretation of 
Sipho. In fact, Sipho was not and did not desire to be legible as a transgender woman, which 
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would foreground anatomical aspects of her personhood. In Themba’s narration, the frame in 
which Sipho was giving herself to be seen is opposed to such a structure of looking, 
interpretation, and knowledge production. Rather, she oriented herself toward an alternative form 
of knowledge about gender and sexuality. This form of knowledge is constituted by what I argue 
is a distinctly ethnic—in this case, Zulu—cultural field of gender and sexual identities that 
privileges social over anatomical aspects of sexual personhood, thus reversing the famous 
Freudian axiom, “anatomy is destiny.” Further, as Sipho and Themba demonstrate, the 
privileging of sociality over anatomy in constituting sexual knowledge in the context of 
contemporary township life in South Africa is established through instances of gender plasticity 
produced by subjects who simultaneously inhabit one system while implicitly contesting the 
sexual values and identities of the other. In this scene, one can read a silent ontopolitics at play in 
how these subjects navigate and represent their reasoning about self and society. What is more, 
their subjectivities seem to be situated at the dual margins of a multiocular structure of looking 
and giving to be seen, thus troubling ideological notions of integrated, continuous subjectivity 
expressed in Euro-American notions of personhood (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001). 
Comported Vernaculars: “Actions Speak Louder Than Words” 
A self-identified femme black lesbian informant, Zethu, discussed an example of how the 
phenomenon of gender plasticity continues to animate sexual subjectivity in contemporary South 
Africa, albeit in vastly different ways than was explored in the previous chapter. The 
phenomenon is one of the main characteristics differentiating liberal and other ethnic cultural 
fields of gendered meanings and sexual identities. Such an example is also critical for 
contextualizing the rapid emergence and the highly public and contested nature of nationwide 
LGBT human rights discourses leading up to and during the post-apartheid era. In a conversation 
 174 
I was having with Zethu about her past relationships, she mentioned a one-time love interest 
named Lebo, whom she described as “a player.” When I asked whether Zethu ever became 
involved with Lebo, she responded, 
No . . . I just liked Lebo, we became friends . . . not close friends but just friends, but as Lebo 
told me her stories . . . it came to my mind that she’s a player . . . because she had many 
girlfriends. Like, I don’t want to be second best . . . I want to be the first one . . . Yeah . . . so 
when it comes to Lebo, like I realized, I’m gonna be the second best, and I didn’t want that. 
She had many girlfriends. She would tell me about this girlfriend, and then tomorrow she 
would come tell me about that girlfriend . . . I just couldn’t understand what was going 
on . . . which one is the wife . . . which one is the girlfriend . . . I don’t know.95 
In Zethu’s description, she describes Lebo in gendered terms, first by introducing her as a 
“player”—a term typically applied to biological males—and then again through the hierarchy of 
her multiple girlfriends. This last aspect of description also indexes, albeit in an oblique fashion, 
the notion of polygamy, which in South Africa is an institution associated with masculine power 
and privilege (Stacey and Meadow 2009). However, there are anecdotal blogs that this form of 
female, butch masculinity is also associated with forms of completely unacknowledged 
vulnerability to HIV. For instance, in an online magazine called HollaAfrica.com, one 
anonymously written piece describes situations in which butch women participate in sex work in 
order to afford material gifts for their femme girlfriends (Ngochani 2014). Given her description 
of Lebo, I asked Zethu for more about Lebo’s gender status. During my fieldwork, I had come to 
realize that while black lesbians working in organizations in urban contexts in South Africa had 
been known to differentiate themselves using butch and femme gender roles, their publicly 
recognized gender seemed to remain female within the LGBT sector.96 However, many times I 
would hear from friends, particularly those in LGBT NGOs in “the sector,” that when butch 
black lesbians decided to begin the social and bodily transformations to become transgender 
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95 Interview with Zethu, Johannesburg, 2012. 
96 For an in-depth study focusing on black lesbian organizing in South Africa and 
Namibia, see Ashley Currier’s (2007) dissertation. 
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men, this would create friction and protest from some lesbians in these organizations. People felt 
that this transition would somehow be symbolically damaging to the politics built up around 
making black lesbian issues more visible as women’s issues within the ongoing feminist and 
LGBT politics unfolding in the country. This context is also the context in which mobilizations 
of queer are taking shape in and are inevitably influenced by. Regarding the silence described 
previously, such silence may also result from the tendency not to remark about that which may 
potentially undermine the forms of liberal sexual ideological politics that have been invested in 
by these organizations. Further, individuals, groups, and organizations have endured difficult 
political battles in order to attain admirable levels of black female representation in key 
leadership roles in the sector. In this way, the political investiture and capital that backs the 
sexual ideologies I explore may be consequential. As the vignette that opened this chapter 
demonstrates, categories of gendered personhood, like female-bodied man, may not be as easily 
capitalized in philanthropic circles as categories of sexual personhood, such as lesbian.  
Because there are gendered pronouns in English when talking about people in the third 
person and this is not the case in Zulu, I asked Zethu how she would talk about Lebo to her other 
friends. Zethu replied to me in a way that took me somewhat by surprise: “I would 
pronounce . . . Lebo as a ‘he.’” To which I responded, “OK. How did you do that—because Lebo 
could be the name of a girl or a boy. How do people organize that sort of relationship? How do 
you talk about people like that?” In other words, I was curious to find out from Zethu how one 
would “pronounce” someone in gendered terms given that the language does not necessarily 
provide the grammatical structure to do so. Zethu responded, “By the actions . . . you know. 
Lebo is a boy. He dresses like a boy . . . so I would put her as a ‘he’ because of the actions. 
Actions speak louder than words . . . so she does everything . . . she’s a boy . . . she talks like a 
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boy . . . and she . . . she doesn’t like to be . . . most butches don’t like to be called ‘she’ . . . they 
like to be called ‘he.’” Whereas some might interpret these descriptions as reflective of familiar 
cultural contexts in which lesbians would take on butch and femme roles in their relationships 
with one another, they would do so in a mistaken register—one that enacts an epistemic violence 
(Spivak 1988) on the representational and ideological apparatuses within which sexual subjects 
like Zethu and Lebo are able to articulate and style themselves while remaining culturally 
legible. One needs to place these statements in a particular sociocultural and historical context. 
To be sure, the context Zethu described is one in which sexuality and gender are constituted by 
the entwinement of multiple fields of sexual and gender identities. The type of comported 
vernacular that Zethu described is a critically significant aspect of sexual personhood in this 
context.97 In the context of Zethu’s self-theorization of what I refer to as a “comported 
vernacular,” this gives us an additional perspective to the marginalized forms of bodily reading 
practices performed within the Zulu and other cultural fields to interpret the “waltz of fame” that 
Obonye described in the context of Joburg Pride. We can extend Zethu’s idea about comported 
vernaculars to the cultural productions being performed by the drag queens male-bodied women 
at the 2012 Joburg Pride march. Unlike the activist textual historiography that the radical 
protesters mediated via YouTube to a global audience, these more local practices are much more 
difficult to mediate, and perhaps might be impossible for circulation through global media as 
they rely on comported performances of particular vernacular gender relations in historically 
situated sociocultural contexts. In order for such bodily vernaculars to have the same form of 
sexual political circulatory effect, these types of embodied signs would need to be abstracted in 
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97 The phrase comported vernacular is a neologism I am proposing here as a way to 
understand the differences between the two hegemonic sex/gender systems that are extant in this 
social field. I will expand on this concept later, in a subsequent example. 
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order to be able to be transmitted through global media in the same way that the radical activists’ 
messages were. However, perhaps it is the flattened and liberalized aspects of the radicals’ 
representations that condition the possibility for their messages to circulate with such ease. 
Sexual Ontopolitics 
After having sketched the ideological terrain that conditions how queer and other forms 
of sexual subjectivity are constituted in South Africa, I want to turn now to an example of what I 
argue should be considered a form of ideological disarticulation. I flag this example as one that 
demonstrates the importance of fostering a tradition of critically reading and interpreting that 
accounts for ideological effects when examining the discourses and practices of gender and 
sexuality in this context. South Africa is a society that has been historically marked by what can 
seem to be totalizing cultural conflicts. On closer, contextualized inspection, however, these 
conflicts can be best interpreted as ideological antagonisms that, while expressing salient social 
concerns, are in many ways are quite far removed from the realities of everyday life.98 
At the beginning of my field research, during one of my Zulu language lessons, I worked 
with my Zulu teacher—a middle-aged, married Zulu woman in her mid-fifties—to translate 
articles from Isolezwe, which is a local Zulu-language daily newspaper. This lesson, it turns out, 
was also an introduction to South African sexual and political culture. I focus on this particular 
example as it exhibits how the conflicting aspects of sexual ideologies suffuse everyday social 
interactions. On one hand, this interaction demonstrates how subjects navigate between the two 
fields of gender and sexuality. On the other, it also stands as a Derridean (Derrida 1997 [1976]) 
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98 For example, a number of anthropological accounts outline in detail similar ideological 
conflicts in South Africa in cultural and political contexts as diverse as the colonial encounter on 
the South African frontier (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991), postcolonial crime statistics 
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2006), and the HIV and AIDS epidemics (Fassin 2007) 
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reversal of the ethnocentric writing lesson made famous in Lévi-Strauss’s (1973) account of his 
ostensible introduction of writing to the Nambikwara in his classic ethnographic text Tristes 
Tropiques. In 2006, Isolezwe had published a series of articles that reported on what many 
interpreted as homophobic statements that then–deputy president Jacob Zuma had made during a 
national Heritage Day celebration speech in KwaZulu-Natal. Zuma’s statements at the ceremony, 
as well as others made during his infamous rape trial (Mkhwanazi 2008; Robins 2006b), aligned 
him with what I have been referring to throughout as a conservative perspective on ethno-
sexuality within the realm of the customary. As described previously, ethnic sexual ideologies 
rely on an ossified, colonial-era concept of culture in order to deny the cultural legitimacy of 
homosexuality, as well as public same-sex relations more generally, both historically and in 
contemporary black South African cultures. In this particular case, liberal LGBT activists 
interpreted Zuma’s conservative comments in an ethnic sexual ideological framing at the 
ceremony to be derisive of homosexuals. 
His statements were widely publicized and criticized locally, and made headlines in 
global media outlets such as the BBC. They were uttered in a vernacular that my teacher 
classified as “deep Zulu.” Most Zulu-speakers with whom I spoke during my field research 
geoculturally locate this vernacular in areas of rural KwaZulu-Natal, thus differentiating it from 
Zulu dialects spoken primarily in urban contexts.99 This dialect also has a political and cultural 
geography whereby Zulu speakers typically localize deep Zulu within areas that were racially 
segregated during apartheid and known as black, or native, homelands.100 We can therefore 
discern a historical relation between the racialization of space and the geographic distribution of 
these distinct cultural fields of gender and sexuality. Given this history, it could be argued that 
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99 See Figure 1 in the introduction for a map of the South African provinces. 
100 See Figure 2 in the introduction for a 1986 map of the South African homelands. 
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the deputy president did not intend his comments for mass national or global circulation, despite 
his well-known solidarity with those expressing conservative traditionalist sentiments and affect. 
Also, Heritage Day is a national holiday and the staging of these comments would not 
necessarily resonate with other traditional-nationalist discourses in other African contexts. What 
is more, Zuma’s representatives subsequently issued an apology for the comments, in English—a 
vernacular with a vastly larger set of publics and geopolitical dynamics. The apology came in 
response to many South African LGBT groups who had voiced their outrage at his comments. 
What to make of this contradictory, yet seemingly calculated, change of register, mode, and 
trajectory of intended public address? One interpretation is that Zuma was playing politics with 
two South African publics organized around two sexual ideologies, one ethnic—in this case a 
Zulu sexual ideology—and the other liberal. In this case each were addressed by a particular 
vernacular, which referenced divergent fields of sexual values and meanings. As history has 
demonstrated, the deputy president was able to deftly exploit these cultural dynamics for political 
as well as economic gain. 
While working with my instructor to translate the journalistic reportage of these events, 
she became increasingly uneasy and uncomfortable by both ostensible sides of this issue, which 
set up a dichotomy between liberal and Zulu sexual ideologies. At the time, I was unsure of what 
to make of what I interpreted as her affective discomfort to what is typically cast in this context 
as a cultural, rather than ideological, conflict. Somewhat abruptly, she changed the subject, 
choosing instead to retell me stories about the gay men who lived in her neighborhood. In my 
field notes, I remarked the unexpected redirection of what seemed to me the necessary work of 
translating cultural texts that were important to my research. Instead, her focus turned to gay 
sexualities in Soweto. I now interpret her redirection as an act of ideological disruption with 
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regard to both sexual ideologies at play in the debates sparked by Zuma’s comments. Going 
along with this sudden meander, I began asking her questions about the gay men she was 
referring to, using both Zulu and English. In describing them, she took on an effeminate 
demeanor, impersonating them, commenting while also commending them on their stylishness, 
gregariousness, and feminine flair. My teacher’s doing, gesturing and drag performance of 
gender is significant in that it expresses that which cannot directly be expressed litteraly through 
Zulu language. 
To speak of people in the third person, Zulu has no gendered pronouns like he or she. 
Most of my informants then establish the gender of a person in speech by describing, 
contextualizing, or, in my teacher’s case, impersonating their actions. In this sense, she was in no 
way mocking them. Rather, she was describing them to me in what I interpreted to be a 
comported vernacular. Like Zethu, my teacher kept using she to refer to the “gay men” when she 
tacked back and forth between English and Zulu. At first, I would respond with questions using 
male-gendered pronouns, but she would continually and implicitly correct me, responding to my 
questions using female-gendered pronouns, emphasizing the feminine comportment of these 
individuals. Looking back at my field notes, it is clear that my corrections were cultural 
mistranslations couched within the ideological terms of conflict between liberal and ethnic 
sexual ideologies. In this particular instance, my teacher was trying to suggest what is in South 
Africa a marginalized mode of interpretation for the forms of sexual personhood she was 
describing to me. This particular mode is one that requires a multifield perspective for 
understanding sexual subjectivities. 
Rethinking Sexual Subjectivity by Reading through Sexual Ideology 
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In the past four chapters, I have explored the juxtaposition and coexistence of multiple 
sexual ideologies, proposing a new way of understanding the complexity that characterizes 
sexual subjectivity and politics in South Africa. The framework proposed accounts for the 
uneven symbolic terrain that black LGBTQ South Africans in urban contexts navigate on a daily 
basis while being sensitive to how sexual ideologies mediate composite forms of sexual 
personhood. Thus far, my analysis has attempted to develop a queer anthropological 
reinterpretation of existing scholarship in order to explore how cultural meanings about gender 
and sexuality have become entwined with sexual ideologies that are themselves part and parcel 
of broader symbolic economies (Goux 1990b). To close this chapter, I want to comment briefly 
on the spatiotemporal aspects of these ideologies.  
Much scholarship on black queer personhood in South Africa has contrasted global and 
local articulations of gender and sexual identities.101 The “global” system is designated to index a 
rationalized set of sexual categories and identities that rely on a culturally particular alignment of 
sex and gender that putatively originate within Western Europe and North America. However, 
the geopolitical spatialization of these discourses as emanating from the West obfuscates the 
global character of these discourses, and the objectification of nonwhite bodies within them. The 
constitution of concepts of “indigeneity,” “primitive,” “race,” and “(homo)sexuality” was all 
intimately related during the colonial period (Hoad 1998; Hoad 2000). Alternatively, the 
putatively “local” articulations of “preexisting gender relations” (Reid 2013) have yet to be 
described and theorized with regard to their particularity and their change over time and space. 
This type of situation, where local and global seem to reference ideological representations 
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101 See note 1. 
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rather than actual lived experience of gender and sexuality, bespeaks the need to “read through” 
(Barad 2007) existing theories of gender and sexuality with representations of quotidian life.  
One of my South African interlocutors, an expert on gender and sexuality in a national 
parastatal health and social research organization, mentioned to me that “there is a poverty of 
theory on gender and sexuality in Africa.”102 The analysis I have provided throughout this 
chapter is meant to contribute toward such a theorization. I felt it was important to remain close 
to the statements and experiences of my informants as they were imparted to me and through my 
archival research, while still providing an informed and measured interpretation of them. By 
tacking back and forth between an analysis of everyday experience with my and informants’ self-
theorizations of sexual ideology, I aim to show how these ideologies are linked with prevailing 
political and economic processes. In this way, these ideologies are the raw material through 
which individuals constitute and contest sexual subjectivity within and across multiple symbolic 
economies. In this way, we see how sexual ideologies and subjectivity are enacted when their 
complexity and contradiction hang together in a “praxiography” (Mol 2003: 32) that is quite 
particular to a national context marked by the hegemony of South African liberalism among 
multiple ethnic cultures and ideologies. However, I attempted to demonstrate how this hegemony 
is being troubled by ethnic sexual heterodoxies. I also demonstrated how critical practices of 
reading and of viewing queer enactments can potentially situate a sustained critique of multiple 
ideologies. I offer this orientation of interpretation in order to provide an alternative to the 
problematic political ultimatum to choose one of two ideological sides. One side is expressed 
through liberal ideology, while the other elides ethnic and cultural difference through 
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102 Interview with national parastatal global health, gender, and sexuality researcher-
scientist, Cape Town, 2011. 
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traditionalist discourse and is articulated through ethnic sexual ideologies. Both have become, for 
many South Africans, mutually undesirable. 
Following anthropology of science scholar Sarah Franklin (1995), this dissertation takes 
the scientific categories including the heterosexual and homosexual binary as well as related 
categories such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender as thoroughly cultural phenomena 
rooted in the globally diffuse cultures of psychiatry and psychology (Davidson 2001). The 
previous discussion mapped how liberal categories of sexual personhood, historically rooted as 
they are in a psychiatric form of reasoning about gender and sexuality, have been taken up and 
circulated within liberal sexual ideologies as well as conservative ethnic discourses about 
customary gender relations. I therefore intended to trouble the relation and distinction between 
local and global in previous analyses (Altman 1996; Altman 2001), putting them “under erasure” 
(Derrida 1997 [1976]). In these studies, liberal discourse is often mobilized through the idiom of 
sexual rights and with reference to constitutional law, typically by casting traditional leaders’ 
conservative ethnic viewpoints of gender relations and sexuality as Other. This is done without 
acknowledging that these viewpoints are only one interpretation of the customary that South 
Africans recognize and inhabit in everyday interactions. This has the effect of Orientalizing the 
customary (Said 1994[1979]), especially as it recognizes only those codifications of customary 
law that were themselves constituted by colonial administrators, and not initially recognized or 
substantiated by South African traditional leaders.103 However, these representations of the 
customary were consolidated as a result of European colonial authority (Botha and Cameron 
1997; Comaroff and Roberts 1986). In post-apartheid society they continue to be reified 
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103 See discussion of one of the Sotho King’s testimonies regarding sodomy at the end of 
the nineteenth century during the codification of customary law in the colonial legal edifice in 
chapter 1. 
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ironically by the current interpretation of rights accorded to culture codified in the Constitution. 
As John and Jean Comaroff have pointed out, there is yet to be a legal battle that will determine 
how rights to culture and the customary can be squared with rights based on sexual orientation 
and gender identity.   
This situation serves to efface everyday experiences of the lived experience of ethno-
sexuality (see chapter 3). The effect of which is to only highlight conservative ethnic 
perspectives that are typically conceived or mobilized as the inverse of liberal values and 
sensibilities. Such perspectives are marked primarily through producing homosexuality and other 
forms of queerness, as “un-African,” or not legitimately African and therefore culturally illegible 
(Currier 2012a; Currier 2012b; Gunkel 2010). By paying attention to how these discourses and 
practices were enacted and received differentially, primarily among and within black publics, 
this chapter was concerned with the differences between dominant ideological representations of 
sexual life and other, marginalized everyday experiences of sex, gender, and sexuality among 
these groups. Given these considerations, I have frequently put “local” and “global” in scare 
quotes to flag the ideological aspects of such designations and to alert the reader to how global 
processes have come to imprint their preconceptions on our forms of thinking and speaking 
about gender and sexuality. In the sociocultural context of present-day South Africa, the 
interrelations of these opposing cultural frames demonstrate the qualities of sexual ideological 
conflict and competition. In other words, it is the irreconcilable contradictions and conflicts 
between these sexual models that condition the processes that I have explored and interpreted 
throughout this dissertation. The next chapter will explore how these conflicts animate a set of 
biopolitical processes and struggles. It does so in the particular context of how queer and gender 
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nonconforming groups in South Africa have begun to address HIV among these populations, 
now thirty years into the epidemic. 
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CHAPTER FIVE — TECHNO-SEXUALITY AND EXPERTISE: THE EMERGENCE 
OF THE MSM AND WSW CATEGORIES IN SOUTH AFRICA 
 
 
Our contemporary [twenty-first century] biopolitics is no less problematic, no 
less entangled with relations of power and judgments of the differential worth of 
different forms of life, the nature of suffering, and our individual and collective 
obligations to the future, but it deserves to be analyzed on its own terms. 
Nikolas Rose, The Politics of Life Itself  
 
Colonizing Categories 
This dissertation research started as an ethnographic inquiry into the emergence of 
biomedical sexual risk categories in relation to preexisting cultural fields of sexual and gender 
identities. As they articulate their sexual subjectivities, South Africans draw on thick descriptions 
of the dense, yet divergent, webs of meaning (Geertz 1973a). It is therefore no surprise that this 
initial project has steadily opened onto a number of complex and interrelated concerns. For 
instance, when I first entered the field in Johannesburg, a South African colleague told me that 
they had reviewed one of the applications for dissertation funding that I had submitted to a major 
US government institution. They mentioned that they thought my research was interesting 
because of its focus on the cultural processes in South Africa that have created groups of people 
who identify as gay and lesbian and those who do not, even though both groups engage in same-
sex practices. Specifically, they thought it important that I was investigating how global health 
experts were mediating this process through the use of the epidemiological categories “men who 
have sex with men” (MSM) and “women who have sex with women” (WSW). They were 
intrigued to know how it had come to be that, finally, after a more than thirty-year silence, global 
health experts were suddenly interested in how same-sex transmission influenced HIV dynamics 
in African contexts.  
 187 
In other words, my colleague and I were both interested in why and how in biomedical 
and public health circles, whose support for this type of research was widespread, experts had 
disregarded locally circulating categories of politicized sexual identities, such as “gay” and 
“lesbian.” Although these labels had become meaningful in social struggles in South Africa, they 
have largely been traded in for a set of relatively inert technological categories I refer to here as 
“techno-sexuality.” The term techno-sexuality is intended to emphasize the technological, 
abstracting character of these categories, which attempt to describe sexual behavior by stripping 
it of its sociocultural significance. This chapter explores the types of expertise that have emerged 
around these forms of techno-sexuality. In this vein, one might consider LGBTQ identities and 
sexuality itself as a form of cultural technology in the context of contemporary South Africa 
since it is used to make sense of the sociosexual and geospatial dynamics of culture.  
As a way to examine how ethnic and liberal cultural fields relate with this emergent form 
of biomedical and public health cultural articulation of sex and sexuality, I present an excerpt 
from an interview that I conducted with Pierre de Vos. He is a world-renowned South African 
constitutional law scholar and, at the time of the interview in 2010, was the incoming Deputy 
Dean of the Faculty of Law at University of Cape Town. I present the exchange at length since it 
crystalizes how the multiple terminologies around gender and sexuality relate to one another in 
South Africa.  
Kirk:  I’m doing a lot of research on what sort of terms are being used to describe 
sexuality. So one of them that I told you about before was the MSM/WSW study. 
And so I’m wondering what sorts of terms you use, in any of the various 
capacities that you work in.  
 
de Vos:  When you speak to ordinary people and organizations dealing with the needs of 
ordinary people, they don’t really use that. Mainly they use it in their official 
documents when they report to donors, but people have quite taken on the concept 
of being gay, lesbian. But if you are a little bit progressive, transgender and 
intersex [are other aspects of that] terminology. So people use it [to] refer to 
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themselves or . . . you know, or, if there’s a discussion, then those are the kinds of 
terminologies that are being used. And MSM is only if you are an international 
player/activist then you might throw it in, but it is not really something in my 
experience that people really use on the ground here. 
 
Kirk:  So would you say there’s a marked difference in context where MSM / WSW get 
used, and by whom? You mentioned the international community. 
 
de Vos:  You know, it is almost like the difference between the bureaucratic-speak and the 
language of people’s real lives. If I can put it in such unpleasant terms. So when 
you go to some community. If you have a community meeting you know I used to 
be involved in this organization called Siyasenzela [“we are doing it for 
ourselves”], which is an organization that is not existing any longer, but they were 
promoting respect, fighting discrimination and homophobia. At all these 
community meetings where we came together where we discussed what we are 
going to do . . . I used to give workshops, like a “Know Your Rights” kind of 
workshops. People will say, “I am gay,” “I’m a lesbian”. There was nothing of 
MSM or these things. So . . . there would be different understandings maybe of 
the word, or uhh . . . sometimes people would think of themselves far more in very 
definite gendered terms. [emphasis added] 
 
Kirk:  What are the specific contexts where people are using those? Who are the people 
using these sort of gendered terms? 
 
de Vos:  My perception, I might be wrong, but my perception is that the more, um, middle 
and upper class you are, in terms of your class, and the more assimilated into sort 
of Western society, if one can use that term, then the more you will—er—use 
terms like gay and lesbian very neutrally almost, generically and there wouldn’t 
be there won’t be a lot of play with gender roles and so on. And for people who 
are maybe less, um, who are less incorporated in the traditional Western gay and 
lesbian life experience or vision or identity or whatever. There’s far more fluidity 
in the way that people use terminology. And there’s more categories that people 
use that I’m not always familiar with. People will use “thing” and I don’t really 
know what going on there. But if you are a person who is a consumer of the queer 
media and the kind of products like going to bars, et cetera, then you’re going to 
be probably more likely to say, “I’m gay” and you’re going to be less likely to be, 
um, thinking of yourself like a woman because I’m gay, or I am the woman in the 
relationship.  
 
A bit later on in the interview, I asked de Vos what he thought of the ways in which 
groups and NGOs were using these terms. In response, he was quite animated and said, “To put 
it very bluntly I think it’s a bit fake, the whole use of the [WSW and MSM] terminology. . . . As 
people, we experience emotion and sexual attraction to people of the same sex. We have been 
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completely colonized in very interesting ways by this terminology.” 104  Throughout our 
conversation, de Vos sketched a rough outline of how ethnic experiences of gender 
nonconformity are related to liberal understandings of gender and sexuality. He also described 
types of individuals and groups who have been engaging with the MSM and WSW techno-
sexuality categories, which he categorizes as having originated in bureaucratic languages. I want 
to contrast his last response with the epigraph from Nikolas Rose. At first glace, perhaps these 
experts do not seem to have much in common. For one, the referents of the speakers’ first-person 
plural indexicals (our and we) are markedly different. Nikolas Rose is a British sociologist who 
limits his consideration of the “politics of life itself” to “advanced liberal democracies.” 
Specifically, Rose’s our performatively produces what Bakhtin (1981) has termed a 
“chronotope.” Rose’s particular chronotope is constituted by a particular ordering of global space 
whereby nation-states are temporalized as advanced and less advanced, and they are located 
geospatially accordingly. Rose’s analysis effaces the historical and contemporary links between 
these advanced societies and populations and other (apparently less developed) societies and 
global processes that were consolidated between globalizing medical and global health 
knowledge systems (Tilley 2011; Vaughn 1991).  
Throughout his study, he intends such a local designation to refer, generally, to Western 
societies, meaning primarily Europe and the United States. In other words, he does not 
acknowledge how the social fields and knowledge systems that he studies are historically linked 
to ostensibly less advanced democratic societies, which some scholars have argued have 
historically served as living laboratories for the biomedical knowledge and the “politics of life 
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104 Interview with Pierre de Vos, South African constitutional law scholar, and then 
incoming Deputy Dean of the Faculty of Law at University of Cape Town, 2010, emphasis 
added. 
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itself” that he examines (for example, see Packard 1989; Petryna 2009; Sunder Rajan 2006; 
Sunder Rajan 2007; Tilley 2011). With regard to the analysis developed in this dissertation, 
Neville Hoad’s (1998; 2000) research on exploring the links between the emergence of the figure 
of “the homosexual” and “the savage” within scientific discourses during the colonial period 
exposes this glaring blind spot in Rose’s analysis. And while Rose’s teleology is problematic, 
particularly in light of anthropological analyses that have underscored the inadequacy of such a 
chronotope (Comaroff and Comaroff 2011; Latour 1991), the value in Rose’s statement lies in 
his enjoining us to understand a particular set of biopolitics in a given social field “on its own 
terms”—this is what I aim to do in this chapter 
Pierre de Vos, on the other hand, is a constitutional legal scholar and public intellectual in 
South Africa who regularly comments upon issues related to gender and sexuality as they 
concern South Africa’s bill of rights in civil society. I want to focus on the last statement he 
made regarding his sentiments that MSM and WSW have an element of disingenuousness and 
colonialism to them. Despite his legal expertise being focused on South Africa, I believe de 
Vos’s performative enactment of his first utterance of we is meant to refer to all people, 
everywhere. Given the context of the interview we were having, he intends his second we to refer 
South African LGBTQ and sexual rights activists in particular. Despite the differences between 
how these expert commentators are trying to constitute and covey these “situated knowledges” 
(Haraway 1991), there is a thematic yarn connecting both statements. This common thread is 
located precisely at the intersection between biomedical and global health knowledge production 
about race and sexuality and the power dynamics that condition how this knowledge is produced. 
Perhaps most importantly, both statements draw attention to how knowledge production 
processes critically mediate particular groups’ access to health resources.  
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When there is an attempt to dismiss the material importance of cultural conflict or 
contradiction by denigrating such concerns as merely semantic debate, ironically such an 
accusation bespeaks the logic of privilege and how vested interests motivates such statements. 
Judith Butler (1997a) has argued that accusations like these—that new social movements are 
“merely cultural” or engaged in mere semantic contestation—have been leveled historically by 
traditionally Marxist protagonists. They make such critiques based on a fetishistic concept of 
culture that marginalizes nuanced understandings of how cultural dynamics are involved in 
addressing the fundamental roots of social inequality.105 It is right to question the adequacy of 
traditional Marxist polemics that accuse new social movements of being “merely cultural.” 
However, between and beyond the antimony between Marxists and poststructuralists, there are 
cultural discourses and practices that do not seem, at first glace, to work at cross-purposes with 
new social movements. In particular, I am speaking here of technological discourses that seem to 
serve as an irritation to such social movements. One can most definitely feel the chagrin 
conveyed by de Vos when reading his statement about the emergence of epidemiological and 
global health cultural discourse within LGBTQ rights organizing in South Africa.106 In other 
words, the antimonies between the traditional and new Left leaves us without an adequate 
paradigm with which to understand the technopolitics that have emerged around the MSM and 
WSW epidemiological HIV risk categories. Throughout this chapter, I will explore the highly 
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105 For instance, a careful survey of the political dynamics of sex workers social 
movements and organizing would demonstrate how the traditional Marxist paradigm undermines 
itself with its own logic and presuppositions, given that sex workers’ social identities expose the 
critical linkages between symbolic economies (gender) and material economies (labor). 
However, sex workers’ struggles are considered part of the new social movements in the 
traditional Marxist mode of critique. But, given that these struggles are also labor struggles, it is 
difficult to sustain traditional Marxist claims that cultural contestation does not have material 
consequences. 
106 In fact, he chooses to represent this emergence in less innocuous language, referring to 
the enactment of MSM and WSW categories as a type of colonization. 
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ambivalent relationship that LGBTQ rights organizing in South Africa has maintained with these 
discourses. 
The sentiments expressed by de Vos succinctly represent the affective ambivalence 
toward these biomedical and public health categories that was harbored by the LGBTQ gender- 
and sexual-rights activists with whom I worked in South Africa. I am, of course, making a 
somewhat rough demarcation between the LGBTQ and sexual rights–focused NGOs and health-
focused NGOs with which I worked. I will describe the distinctions and commonalities between 
these two sets of social actors below. For now, I comment briefly on their difference in a very 
coarse way. LGBTQ and sexual rights–focused NGOs in South Africa consider themselves to be 
primarily focused on doing “on-the-ground” work around social movement building and legal 
advocacy regarding particular issues facing particular sets of groups within a very large and 
diverse, if not fractured and divided, “LGBTQ community.”107 Representatives of health-focused 
LGBTQ NGOs, although they do become involved in some ways in wider sociopolitical 
advocacy projects of concern to sexual rights–focused NGOs, primarily see themselves as health 
service delivery organizations and not LGBTQ advocacy organizations. The way in which I 
categorize LGBTQ and sexual rights–focused versus health-focused NGOs throughout this 
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107 As mentioned in the last chapter, the organizers of the 2012 Joburg Pride disruption 
intended for the protest action to underscore the many forms of social difference that divide 
South African LGBTQ publics (e.g., race, class, gender) and that the commercialization of Pride 
was not adequate for addressing those issues as the event was currently organized and staged. 
The article written by Rebecca Davis (who writes for the online liberal news source, The Daily 
Maverick) was picked up by the UK-based Guardian (Davis 2012) and became one of the more 
measured articulations about how the protest expressed these fractures. There were many other 
online blogs and LGBTQ community news sources that interpreted this protest action as 
expressing these divisions and fractures as well. While it is fair to say that these divisions exist 
and the differential freedoms of everyday life are most definitely distributed along lines of race, 
class, and gender, my analysis troubles oversimplified readings of these divisions. As I have 
shown, they do not always grasp or represent the sorts of ethnicized and ideological 
marginalization of gender nonconformity that I explored in the previous chapters. 
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dissertation is derived primarily from the narratives of informants. However, from my field 
observations, these delineations are not hard lines, and there are fair amounts of crossover 
between these two groupings. Such crossover has occurred to some degree around the categories 
of MSM and WSW, but the sentiments expressed by de Vos underscore the fact that many 
activists working in LGBTQ and sexuality-focused NGOs in South Africa disdain the emergence 
of these categories.  
Wherever they emerge, the MSM and WSW risk groups act primarily as technological 
terminologies, or what I refer to here as techno-sexuality. This is the case despite some anecdotal 
reports I would hear: many a global health expert waxed whimsical that someone at some 
international HIV/AIDS conference somewhere stood up and said, “I am MSM.” During the 
course of my field research, I never actually came across individuals who identified as MSM, but 
there were some informants who acknowledged that the category of MSM did serve to address, 
and in some cases bridge, issues of social division and sometimes conflict that exist between 
feminine self-identified gay men and the “straight” men with whom they have sex.108 Given that 
such large circulations of biocapital have been mobilized under the sign of MSM throughout the 
global south, one cannot help but wonder whether anyone actually identifies as and MSM in 
everyday contexts, divorced from the bureaucratic spaces in which they might mobilize the 
category. Regrettably, I did not have access to official funding estimates around MSM and WSW 
research for the purposes of this dissertation, but it is something I plan to develop in future work. 
Anecdotally, however, during a South African National AIDS Commission LGBTQ Sector 
meeting that I was invited to attend during my fieldwork, one of the primary LGBTQ health-
focused NGOs doing health service delivery work in Gauteng Province noted that  
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108 Fieldnotes, 2010. 
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the Centre for Economic Governance of AIDS in Africa (CEGAA) estimated that long-run 
costs for MSM prevention programs were cumulatively $55.5 million in 2009 and are 
estimated to escalate to a cumulative level of $88.9 million in 2015. There was $20 million in 
2010 alone. In South Africa, none of the funding for MSM came from the South African 
government; it all came from transnational philanthropic government partners.109 
 
During this same meeting, MSM and, to a much lesser extent, WSW were the categories of 
reference for all NGOs regardless of whether they considered themselves primarily health- or 
sexual rights–focused. The imbrication of these categories along with figures of biocapital flows 
bespeaks the interest of biocapital’s investiture in this particular form of global ordering 
paradigm for gender and sexuality. For instance, both PEPFAR and the Global Fund have 
integrated these terminologies with their related categorical concept of most-at-risk populations, 
or MARPs. The populations that make up the metacategory of MARPs, among which MSM is 
primary, are required to be addressed in any proposal for funding from these global biomedical 
and public health research entities. 
The sociocultural and political relations that these categories enable in South Africa work 
through a markedly economistic, rather than affective, relay that Mary-Jo DelVecchio Good 
(2001) has labeled “the biotechnical embrace.” While social actors use these categories to 
become legible to and embrace transnational global health expertise, these relatively low-tech 
techno-sexualities more adequately reflect Homi Bhabha’s (1994) notion of the colonial racial 
stereotype. For instance, the way in which global health and lay experts typically use these 
categories both recognizes difference (i.e., “you are not the same as me”) as well as disavows it 
(i.e., “your difference makes no difference”). The simultaneity of the recognition and disavowal 
of difference is the crux of Bhabha’s definition of how the stereotype mediates social relations. 
Thus the stereotype as it occurs in the context of MSM and WSW works through a type of 
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109 Fieldnotes, 2011. 
 195 
fetishistic substitution (Freud 1927), which serves to redistribute symbolic value from the 
objectified subject to the individual or group enacting the stereotype. Here, we can perceive an 
acute need to rectify the disavowal of difference without resorting to forms of orientalism (Said 
1994[1979]: with regard to expertise in particular, see pp. 226-254). Categories such as these, 
which originate among Western scholars and health activists, are a perfect example of Said’s 
critique of Western knowledge forms through his notion of Orientialism. They have nothing to 
do with the individuals and groups being studied and everything to do with the power 
differentials between Western experts and their Orientalized Others to produce knowledge. 
When experts use these categories, they are indexing the fact that many black South 
Africans do not primarily constitute their sexual personhood using LGBTQ social and sexual 
identities. However, the enactment the categories in this way also disavows the fact that these 
same individuals are embedded within sociocultural processes and dense fields of cultural 
meaning that have radically different forms of gendered and sexual personhood that the 
mobilization of these categories expressly disavows. These disavowed cultural processes offer 
ways of thinking about sexual identity “in very definite gendered terms,” in the words of Pierre 
de Vos, which go wholly unrecognized. It is the sociocultural and political dynamics of these 
forms of identification and meaning that are then effaced when mobilizing these categories. In 
their most generalized and perhaps innocuous register, these categories are intended to describe 
sexual behavior that is stripped of its sociocultural significance. The point of this abstracting 
practice is to facilitate statistical mappings of biomedical HIV risk throughout populations in 
global health knowledge production, and specifically epidemiological science. 110  The 
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110 An analysis of the ethical implications of this type of decontextualization for global 
health and HIV knowledge production is provided in the next chapter. Such disembedding 
creates an ethicopolitical as well as a cultural conundrum for global health knowledge production 
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decontextualization of difference that I explore in this chapter is a distinctly racialized process 
that occurs overwhelmingly among non-white South African populations who engage in same-
sex behaviors, regardless of whether or not particular groups within these populations articulate 
their gender and sexual identities using LGBTQ cultural labels and social identities. In other 
words, these categories are used primarily among non-white populations whether or not they 
identify as LGBTQ and also without regard to processes of gender plasticity and nonconformity 
that seem to be epidemiologically significant and which I explore in the next chapter. 
In describing how most South African LGBTQ activists have engaged with the 
emergence of this biomedical terminology, de Vos expressed a sense of exasperated annoyance. 
During our interview in 2010, he conveyed to me a familiar irritation, one that many individuals 
working in South African LGBTQ and gender rights–focused NGOs had expressed, toward 
biomedical and public health cultures that have started—finally—to address issues of HIV 
among LGBTQ groups, some thirty years into the epidemic’s history.111 In this case, MSM is 
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heretofore underanalyzed. The epilogue of this dissertation will briefly consider the implications 
of the systemic disarticulation of difference that is represented through the enactment of MSM 
and WSW. Although the closing chapter serves as an end of this current study, it is 
simultaneously a prolegomenon to future research for which this dissertation will serve as a 
basis. This future research will consist of an in-depth study of the political and moral aspects of 
the emerging debates around the ethics of global health knowledge production regarding HIV 
“cure” research and antiretroviral (ARV) “scale-up” programs as they are formulated among 
queer publics in the specific context of South Africa, the country with the most widespread HIV 
epidemic in the world. 
111 I say “finally” given that, ever since the emergence of a biomedical response to HIV 
and AIDS in African contexts, there have been academic and LGBTQ and health activist 
analyses that have critically questioned the lack of focus on HIV among LGBTQ and other 
same-sex practicing groups in Africa. This literature is quite extensive, but some notable texts 
interrogating the cultural aspects of biomedicine that constructed a heterosexually transmitted 
“African AIDS” since the very early days of the HIV pandemic include works by Cindy Patton 
(Patton 1990; Patton 1999) and Paula Treichler (1991; 1999). See also Parker et al. (1998), 
Epprecht (2008: Chapters One and Four) and Hoad (2005). It must also be said that in South 
Africa, as many activists who work in the LGBTQ sector noted, there was a self-conscious 
decision to keep HIV activism and LGBTQ activism separate to a degree (fieldnotes 2011). 
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seen as problematic given the context of LGBTQ activism in South Africa that during the past 20 
years of independence has faced an uphill battle for visibility. Many health and LGBTQQ 
activists I spoke with in South Africa have confirmed that there has been a long history of 
addressing LGBTQQ and HIV activism issues separately in South Africa. This has produced a 
situation where HIV issues among LGBTQQ groups have been deeply marginalized in the 
country. For these reasons, the emergence of MSM and WSW within global health discourses 
has aggravated LGBTQQ activists and social commentators where HIV has not been stereotyped 
as a “gay” disease as it has in other parts of the world. Further, these sentiments should be 
interpreted as a response to the banalization of health activism and ever-expanding layers of 
bureaucracy that have come to characterize an increasingly “administered” HIV epidemic 
(Parker 2000). This depoliticization of HIV is not unique and is an integral part of the more 
general global cultural processes of the “biomedicalization” of everyday social life (Clarke, et al. 
2003) and the “pharmaceuticalization” (Biehl 2007) of public health’s culture of “mass 
diagnosis” (Fassin 2004).  
Furthermore, from de Vos’s statement, we could infer that the engagement of LGBTQQ 
activists with the epidemiological discourse around MSM and WSW is, in some sense, false—
the result of the counterfeiting of culture. In the same vein that MSM and WSW performatively 
operate as an orientalist stereotype in this context, the use of these categories to reference the 
cultural experiences of ethno-sexuality by South African LGBTQQ activists is type of feigned 
imitation of the reality of cultural difference that these categories approximate, but ultimately 
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However, there have always been areas of overlap between these two spheres of social action 
and activism. For instance, Zackie Achmat was one of the founding leaders of both the National 
Coalition of Gay and Lesbian Equality (the first national gay and lesbian rights organization in 
South Africa) and the Treatment Action Campaign (the world-famous organization that 
spearheaded a coalition-based social movement around antiretroviral [ARV] access in South 
Africa). 
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efface. Here it is instructive to take Nikolas Rose’s injunction to understand this form of 
biopolitics on its own terms. If we are to think of the enactment of MSM and WSW by South 
African LGBTQQ activists as a form of fakery, as de Vos suggests, perhaps then we also need to 
acknowledge that the this counterfeiting of sexual culture is occurring within a more general 
context of global health and commodity fetishism, where discerning the difference between the 
original and the fake is becoming ever more difficult to discern.112 Cori Hayden’s (2007) work 
on the effects of the emergence of pharmaceutical counterfeits in Mexico is particularly 
instructive in this regard. As I believe de Vos intends by his statement, the shame for effacing the 
social realities of LGBTQ people and gender nonconformity through the circulation of the 
knock-off knowledge produced through the MSM and WSW categories should be borne by 
global health experts who do not address the ethical problems around representation and 
knowledge production that these categories produce.  
Reading de Vos’s and Rose’s statements in light of one another alerts us to an interesting 
phenomenon within the enactment of the MSM and WSW categories by LGBTQQ and sexual 
rights activists in South Africa. Specifically, de Vos raises the perennial disruption of the 
indigenous by that which is considered disingenuous, inauthentic, and foreign. There is more 
than a bit of irony in the fact that de Vos levels of accusations of inauthenticity at discourses of 
techno-sexuality thus arguing that LGBTQQ sexualities are authentic while conservative 
traditionalists simultaneously maintain that LGBTQQ sexualities are culturally inauthentic. All 
this is to demonstrate how complex, and at times contradictory, the interrelations are between 
discourses on sexuality, ethno-sexuality and techno-sexuality in South Africa.  
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112 Cori Hayden’s (2007) work on the effects of the emergence of pharmaceutical 
counterfeits in Mexico is particularly instructive in this regard. 
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For instance, the sort of “indigenousness” that de Vos is referencing paradoxically exists 
at the level of LGBTQQ social identities and a liberal structure of looking that is dominant  
within South African national culture and civil society.113 In this vein, de Vos’s implicit 
reference to South African indigenousness does not invoke the same kind of indigenousness that 
traditional-nationalists mobilize when they speak of the indelibility of ethnic cultures and 
customs. To be sure, these categories have also emerged throughout other areas of the world 
where biomedical and public health cultures seek to describe sociocultural processes that 
somehow exceed the explanatory and ethical frameworks of global health. 114  From this 
perspective, to be sure, the emergence of these categories is a properly global phenomenon and 
indexes the power inequalities that exist between global health experts on the one hand and 
LGBTQ activists, lay experts, and lay publics on the other. On the differentiation of lay expertise 
and scientific expertise, there is a wide-ranging literature in the field of STS.115 For a seminal 
STS analysis that examines how biomedical expertise regarding the development of HIV ARVs 
was driven by HIV activists and lay expert groups during the early years of the HIV epidemic, 
see Steven Epstein’s (1996) study on this topic. However, the way in which techno-sexuality 
emerges within Indonesian (Boellstorff 2005; Boellstorff 2011), as opposed to South African, 
national and sexual cultures will be vastly different. Such difference will be due in large degree 
to how this emergence unfolds with respect to the suturing of ethnic cultures into an uneven and 
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113 For an anthropological analysis that specifically examine the intersections of sexuality 
and national culture, see Tom Boellstorff’s (2005) ethnography on the emergence of sexuality in 
Indonesia. 
114 For instance, see the following analyses of the context-specific limitations of and 
problematics produced by MSM and WSW categories: Boellstorf (2011), Cohen (2005), Muñoz-
Laboy (2004), and Young and Meyer (2005). 
115 Some important work regarding the coproduction of scientific expertise, lay expertise, 
and the democratization of science includes studies by Michel Callon (1999; 2003; 2004), Steven 
Epstein (1995; 2007), Shiela Jasanoff (2004), and Bruno Latour (2004).  
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unequal national fabric as well as the size and dynamics of each country’s respective HIV 
epidemic. 
Dueling discourses: Between and Beyond LGBTQQ NGO and Health NGO Discourses 
 
In the previous section, I started to outline some of the differences between LGBTQ 
organizations that are focused on issues of sexual rights as opposed to health. These differences 
become more clearly articulated if I examine two quite different LGBTQ health conferences, one 
in 2007 and one in 2011, that were mainly focused around addressing issues of HIV among 
LGBTQ groups as well as MSM and WSW populations. The conference in 2007 was one of the 
first in South Africa to begin to address the silence within medical cultures about how LGBTQ 
groups and MSM and WSW populations contributed to the dynamics of the HIV epidemic in 
African contexts. A US-based university, transnational philanthropic funders that focused on 
LGBTQ rights, and a South African parastatal research organization collaboratively funded the 
conference. Perhaps due to the focus on both MSM and WSW issues regarding HIV and AIDS, 
this conference represented both sets of discourses, one set being related to developing a politics 
and various approaches to ensuring sexual and human rights for LGBTQ people and the other set 
being organized around ensuring health services and interventions, particularly around HIV, to 
LGBTQ-identified persons, MSM, and WSW. The other conference, in 2011, was focused 
exclusively on MSM populations, and while there was a clear emphasis on gay men’s issues in 
relation to HIV, the discussions during this conference also focused heavily on MSM who did 
not identify as gay. What should be clear from my summary description of these events is that 
groups of gendered men and women who were assigned the opposite sex at birth, whom I have 
shown to be marginalized by liberal as well as ethnic sexual ideologies, also lacked 
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representation at these conferences and within the discourses articulated and sustained through 
them.  
To compare these two conferences is to contrast two sets of discourses that are typically 
conceptualized as separate and antagonistic yet are interwoven in unacknowledged ways that 
work to marginalize discourses of gendered men and women who were assigned the opposite sex 
at birth in everyday contexts. Thus, one of the commonalities of these dueling discourses is that 
by glossing over the complexity of gender in the lives of South Africans, they seem to produce 
contexts of silence, and thus vulnerability, for these types of sexual subjects who exist at the 
overlapping margins of the sexual ideologies I have explored within this social field. During the 
first conference, there were many presentations and discussions around the MSM and WSW 
terminology. Public health and biomedical experts, who tended to be white and male, usually 
presented research that featured these categories to present statistical data about these emergent 
populations in highly technical terms.116 This approach was typically met with a fair amount of 
pushback from LGBTQ activists in attendance, who were primarily black lesbian activists. 
Overall, the bulk of discord that surfaced between the sexual rights– and health-focused LGBTQ 
NGOs attending the conference became focused around the issue of what lesbian activists felt 
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116 This racial and gender distribution was by no means exclusive. The scientific experts 
who were at this conference were diverse with regard to race and gender, but white gay men 
predominated. This kind of predominance is characteristic of the history of leadership positions 
in LGBTQ organizing—health or otherwise—in South Africa. During the past twenty years, 
LGBTQ NGOs focused on sexual and human rights have made a concerted effort to address this 
bias and to focus on developing black lesbian leadership in particular (interview with Emily 
Craven, Braamfontien, Johannesburg, 2011). While they have been successful in this regard, 
there was only one LGBTQ organization that I knew of during my fieldwork that had a black gay 
man in a leadership position. This organization was extremely small and was marginalized in 
“the LGBTQ sector” by other, larger organizations that focused on women’s issues and black 
lesbian issues in particular. 
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was an overrepresentation of MSM issues within HIV and health-focused discourses. They 
argued that they, too, were at risk for HIV.  
There is a lack of reliable epidemiology of HIV among black lesbian women. However, a 
few years before this conference, one health-focused LGBTQ NGO conducted some simple 
convenience sampling of “WSW populations” and found that about two-thirds of respondents to 
one survey had been tested for HIV, and self-reported HIV prevalence for black lesbians was 9% 
(Wells and Polders 2004). And while these are not extremely high prevalence numbers compared 
with a nationwide HIV prevalence estimated to be 18.8% among those aged 15 to 49 years old at 
the end of 2005 (UNAIDS 2006), these numbers are significant since HIV prevalence among 
populations of lesbians in other contexts has been extremely low (Lemp, et al. 1995; Morrow and 
Allsworth 2000). In this and other NGO reports, HIV risk is attributed to female-to-female 
sexual transmission as well as rare instances of gang rape, which has become a lighting rod for 
sexual rights organizing in South Africa among black lesbians (van Dyk and Livingston 2008; 
Wells and Polders 2004). These NGO reports usually suggest safer-sex interventions relying on 
instrumental notions of behavior change to reduce risk of HIV; they also call for funding from 
state and transnational HIV prevention entities.  
At the conference, many of the public health and biomedical scientific experts balked at 
the idea—forwarded by the lay activist-experts—that HIV prevalence among WSW groups was 
due to female homosexual relations: that mode of HIV infection is extremely rare. Combining 
ethnographic and epidemiological studies about sexual violence in South Africa (Jewkes and 
Abrahams 2002; Morris 2006) suggests other routes of transmission, such as familiar rape, which 
 203 
is the result of socially structured and historically rooted gender inequalities.117 The result of the 
arguments forwarded by the lay expert-activists at the conference is a seemingly irresolvable 
paradox produced by the evidence marshaled about HIV prevalence among WSW. The paradox 
is produced when HIV prevalence is displaced onto a seemingly irrational focus in NGO reports 
on addressing female-female sexual behaviors and gang rape in order to prevent the spread of 
HIV among black lesbians rather than on the issue of familiar rape. For now, I want to leave this 
paradox unexplained and instead simply mention that a related paradox will arise as I describe 
the next conference. It must also be highlighted that black lesbian lay experts from sexual rights 
LBT organizations were centrally involved in producing knowledge about WSW in the context 
of this conference. The significance of their inclusion in this platform is that they were allowed 
to forward arguments and present evidence that, while such evidence! was paradoxical, it 
nonetheless highlighted that black lesbians are at irregularly high risk for HIV in South Africa 
compared to other national HIV epidemics. This has caused a problem for biomedical and public 
health researchers who, for reasons that will become clear, have a hard time addressing issues of 
HIV vulnerability among black lesbians in South Africa.  
The conference I attended in 2011 was a PEPFAR-funded conference that was funded 
exclusively to address issues of MSM. For this reason, no presenters or discussions pertained to 
WSW, or gender for that matter, aside from the invited presentation given by me and three other 
non-white experts—two of whom were trained as social science experts and the other was a lay-
expert who had worked within many LGBTQ sexual rights and health organizations for many 
years. The majority of lay and scientific experts presenting were white, although there was racial 
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117 Familiar rape refers to rape that is perpetrated by men who are known to these 
women—for instance, family members and boyfriends—and is considered to be endemic in 
South Africa. 
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diversity presented among all presenters, and there was relative parity among men and women. 
Among the twenty-six presenters at this conference, all (aside from the four I mentioned earlier) 
were based at LGBTQ health-focused NGOs. Among the twenty-two representing the LGBTQ 
health-focused NGOs, there was a vast overrepresentation of biomedical and behavioral 
perspectives represented in lieu of social scientific or lay expert expertise. Unlike the 2007 
conference, this program did not see irresolvable conflict between the MSM and WSW issues.  
However, what did emerge was not so much conflict as a barely recognized silence. The 
silence was related to what has become a global phenomenon within MSM and HIV research. 
One after another, each of the biomedical and epidemiology experts gave their presentations and 
clinical findings about various disease agents for which MSM were at high risk and needed 
critical and urgent intervention. Regarding HIV, a mantra emerged that was repeated ad nauseam 
as the biomedical and clinical experts paraded, one after the other, across the stage. The mantra 
went a little something like this: “MSM are in urgent need of a cocktail of HIV interventions that 
include biomedical, behavioral, and structural prevention approaches.” The biomedical and 
behavioral interventions were clearly defined. They included PrEP; treatment as prevention; 
regular, accessible and “culturally competent” HIV testing; and a full range of behavioral HIV 
prevention interventions.118 Last on this list were structural HIV interventions. Perhaps not 
unsurprisingly, given that those who were reciting the mantra were biomedical researchers and 
epidemiologists with little or no training in the medical humanities, the only definition provided 
for structural interventions was “LGBTQ human rights,” generally indicated for the entire 
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118 Cultural competency is a problematic buzzword in global health that has the effect of 
rendering culture as a risk factor for disease. I describe the major anthropological critiques of the 
concept in the next chapter, but for an incisive, concise summary of how this occurs in medical 
training scenarios and recommendations for what to do about it, see Kleinman and Benson 
(2006). 
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continent of Africa. These experts paradoxically argued that structural interventions were most 
important, but their sense of what these interventions would consist of was entirely opaque, with 
no acknowledgement of the complexity of social processes involved in addressing human rights 
violations among LGBTQ groups in highly particular national contexts across the continent.  
Despite the efforts of both conferences’ organizers to address gender and racial diversity, 
there was a marked disparity regarding black gay representation among the presenters at both 
conferences. Some black gay men were given access to each conference, but as audience 
members they were not active participants in the production of knowledge in the same way that 
black lesbian lay experts were. It almost goes without saying, but there was absolutely no 
mention of the experiences of gendered men and women who were assigned the opposite sex at 
birth during either of these conferences; nor were gender differences among MSM and WSW as 
well among lesbian and gay-identified MSM and WSW addressed as important dynamics in the 
way HIV is distributed among these groups. Given the effacement of experiences of gender 
nonconformity and composite sexual subjectivty, we can see how discourses put forward by the 
sexual rights– and health-focused LGBTQ organizations, as well as discourses emerging around 
MSM and WSW, seem to fall within a liberal cultural field and in relation to a secular liberal 
sexual ideology.  
Despite these shortcomings, I want to explore how the paradoxes that arose in each of 
these conferences are related. In both cases, the paradox has to do with an aporia produced by 
irresolvable cultural difference. First there is the paradox of displacing socially produced 
vulnerability for HIV among WSW, and lesbians more specifically, onto female homosexual 
practices. The way in which sexual violence is normalized in South Africa produces a cultural 
contradiction within biomedical and dominant public health discourses. These medical cultures 
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prioritize by foregrounding individual risks over and above structurally produced vulnerabilities 
as objects of intervention. This prioritization is both dominant and normative, which is to say 
ideological, in these scientific cultures.  
The same cultural contradiction arises with regard to the “intervention cocktail” mantra 
that was so prevalent at the MSM conference. Likewise here, the paradox of clinical and 
epidemiology experts lamenting the preeminent importance of structural interventions, but 
having no clear definition of how to enact them, turns on the same normative cultural 
presumption. What is more, the paradox at the MSM conference in 2011 was repeated in 
arguably the single most high-profile medium for producing a globally diffuse public of global 
health expertise on the topic of MSM and HIV. This repetition occurred in the 2012 special issue 
published in the Lancet entitled “HIV in Men Who Have Sex with Men” (Das and Horton 2012). 
In this issue, biomedical and behavioral approaches to HIV prevention are overwhelmingly 
foregrounded, while the opening commentary by the journal’s editors—without a trace of 
irony—cast culture as the challenge facing HIV prevention among MSM globally (Das and 
Horton 2012). Putting these biomedical experts’ reductionism vis-à-vis the concept of culture 
and their lack of self-reflexivity aside for a moment, this platform, perhaps more than anything, 
allows us to diagnose a monocular structure of looking at biology and behavior through the 
recapitulation of epidemiological expertise. A concrete practice by such experts that would 
engender a self-reflexivity and take into account the existence of other ways of looking at 
sexuality would be if they included biomedical culture itself as one of the cultural challenges 
among the others they refer to. Paper after paper, study after study in this issue belabored 
behavioral and biomedical approaches to addressing HIV among MSM.  
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The culturally mediated, structural aspects of stigma and discrimination were explored 
only at the end of the issue, seemingly as an afterthought. Also, the issue does not consider 
sociocultural structural analysis to be proper research; rather, it is cast as an ostensibly 
nonscientific point of view in the “related content” section. In this way, the paradox expressed at 
the conference in 2011 repeated itself again in the same mode that I explored in chapter 2 in 
relation to the 2011 Joburg Pride organizers’ ideologically cynical stance to the Pride theme 
“Born This Gay.” However, in the case of the ideology of biomedical scientific expertise, the 
cynical reason proffered through the “cooked grin of open immorality” (Sloterdijk 1988) is: We 
know that culture and structural interventions are imminently important. We openly 
acknowledge this. Nonetheless, we do not prioritize them in any meaningful way. This special 
issue of the Lancet can arguably be read as an example of the violence of science—where 
epistemology slips into ideology and the enactment of symbolic violence by the biomedicalized 
cultures of global health enact and authorize structural violence vis-à-vis the de facto 
deemphasizing of structural interventions to prevent HIV/AIDS.  
By exploring these dueling discourses, my aim was to demonstrate how the dialectic that 
entwines them also serves to bring them into productive tension with one another, thus causing 
the experiences of gender nonconformity I explored in previous chapters to be effaced. In 
exploring how the antagonisms between health and sexual rights LGBTQ NGOs in South Africa 
present themselves in global processes, I aimed to demonstrate how global health politics are 
implicated within local enactments of gender and sexuality. These enactments are related to how 
liberal and ethnic sexual ideologies produce experiences of gender nonconformity and plasticity 
among LGBTQ and gendered men and women who were assigned the opposite sex at birth as 
suppressed presences. Now I turn to explore how the cultural contradictions and differences that 
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subtend the aporias created at various points in the co-constitution of lay and scientific expertise 
also influence the paradoxes that have arisen between experts and lay publics such as gender 
nonconforming men and women.  
Experts and Lay Publics  
Throughout these two highly formalized scenes of scientific and lay expert coarticulation, 
it was possible to discern a number of gendered and racialized power dynamics that unfolded 
through the coproduction of these groups of experts. In addition to these two diffuse and 
complexly interrelated groupings, it is important to remember that how these entwined groups 
interact with lay publics in South Africa has a significant bearing on the power dynamics 
between them. Through the example of the two conferences presented, I demonstrated how 
groups within lay publics, such as black gay men, and gendered men and women who were 
assigned the opposite sex at birth (which are subject positions almost exclusively inhabited by 
black or coloured individuals and groups), have come to lack representation in the production of 
expertise around MSM and WSW. This is problematic given that this form of techno-sexuality 
has branched into economically fecund categories for NGOs and “high-risk” groups to organize 
around in order to produce symbolic and economic value. 
In the way that I have presented the differentiation between lay publics and lay experts, 
lay publics should be understood to consist of communities which sometimes have community-
based representatives who work as lay experts in NGOs. These lay experts from lay publics, to 
varying degrees, advocate within local, national, and transnational contexts on some, but not all 
issues, that are of importance to their communities. In South Africa, for instance, both types of 
expertise (lay and scientific/legal) are typically present within any one organization, and 
according to many of my informants, lay experts working in both LGBTQ and health-focused 
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NGOs interact within community contexts—or, using this terminology, among lay publics—in 
sometimes very limited ways.  
For example, one field informant was a black gay male who had described himself to me 
as having had the “experience of both being very heavily involved in the [LGBTQ] activist 
sector and now being in a [philanthropy] organization which is involved in the LGBTQ sector.” 
We had gotten to know one another through friends, and they were involved in a number of 
LGBTQ NGOs before they left “the sector” in order to focus on work in politics, aligning with 
one of the main South African political parties. In this way, he saw himself as working both as a 
lay expert in the LGBTQ sector as well as at a different level of expertise within a philanthropy 
organization that worked to fund many of the lay expert organizations working on LGBTQ-
focused issues. He concisely summed up how lay expert groups both within LGBTQ- and health-
based NGOs relate to lay publics, or what he refers to here as “LGBTQ communities”: “I mean, 
well basically, the picture I always have is that there’s the LGBTQ community or communities, I 
would say rather at the base. And they’ve got the activist sector sort of hovering above it here. 
That’s more the organizations.” 
At this point in the interview, he used hand gestures to describe the hierarchical 
relationship between the lay expert NGOs and the lay publics that these organizations are 
typically assumed to be representative of. He positioned one of his hands horizontally in the air, 
representing the plane where the LGBTQ activist NGOs conduct their work and advocacy, and 
the other hand about six inches below to represent the level of South African lay publics in 
relation to the activist NGOs. He then mimed the dropping-down of struts from the activist NGO 
level to the community context below. He continued: 
And you know, the links between the two [planes] are kind of these struts . . . Sort of jutting 
down and it’s around a particular issue. So you know, maybe LGBTQ people, the sort of 
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average joe LGBTQ person would only ever see a BTM [Behind the Mask] or a FEW 
[Forum for the Empowerment of Women] or a GALA [Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action 
(LGBTQ archive)] when they have their stand and Joburg Pride. But outside of that, they 
don’t feature in sort of their overall life experience. And for me one of the issues and one the 
many, one of the more important things is about how do we narrow that gap or ideally 
sandwich them together so, you know, the community is the base and the sector is here and 
they feed off of each other.119 
 
Beyond this one characterization, many other LGBTQ NGO key informants reiterated this 
informant’s concern about the interactions between LGBTQ activist NGOs and lay publics 
within community contexts. I encountered a vast range of public participation in their activities. 
Generally, however, sexual-rights-focused NGOs tended to have more public participation and 
lay expert participation in their day-to-day activities than did health-focused NGOs. The latter 
organizations tended to see themselves in a service-provision role, while the LGBTQ NGOs saw 
themselves as engaged in activities that related to building a broad-based LGBTQ social 
movement. Many sexual-rights-focused NGO informants shared a concern for the seemingly 
inevitable hierarchical relationship that these organizations, including their own, maintained as 
lay experts positioned them as power brokers between lay publics and philanthropic, 
administrative, and scientific experts from the health-focused NGOs. 
Despite this broad categorization of lay and scientific expertise and lay publics, in South 
Africa as with most other national contexts, the relationship between groups of experts and lay 
publics is context specific and historically constituted. In this context, there is a rough division 
between lay expertise, which is the dominant form of expertise among sexual-rights-focused 
LGBTQ organizations, and scientific expertise, which is the dominant form among health-
focused LGBTQ organizations. That said, most NGOs have both forms of expertise involved in 
their daily activities. Lay expertise is generally embodied and enacted through the discourses and 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
119 Interview with philanthropic activist in the LGBTQ sector, 2011, Melrose North, 
Johannesburg, South Africa. 
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practices of sexual-rights LGBTQ NGOs. However, many LGBTQ and other sexual-rights 
NGos, and some health-focused ones, have legal and other forms of experts that serve on their 
boards of directors, thus fulfilling consultancy roles with these organizations and their programs. 
Alternatively, scientific experts in biomedicine and public health and scientists who work for the 
government typically develop their programs in the context of HIV and global health programs. 
Leaders within these organizations are considered by most to be scientific experts and tend to 
work within the organization acting at the transnational and national levels. This separation is not 
by any means strict, and there are LGBTQ-rights organizations that work at the national and 
transnational levels as well.  
Images of the Intimate 
Based on a multifield perspective for understanding gender and sexuality in this context, I 
demonstrated that—although the MSM and WSW epidemiological categories are intended to 
account for sexual and gender behavior—the social significance of such behavior exceeds the 
sociocultural reach of LGBTQ identification and techno-sexuality categories like MSM and 
WSW. In other words, the reality of gendered experience in South Africa has exceeded the reach 
of technoscientific reason; first in the way that LGBTQ categories of sexual and gender 
rationality are inadequate for describing sociosexual relations in everyday contexts, and secondly 
in the way that MSM and WSW, which are indeed attempts to capture this extrarational 
experience, remain thwarted at every attempt. This failure of epidemiological reason is directly 
related to how these categories both acknowledge and disavow difference, thus demonstrating 
how Homi Bhabha’s notion of the colonial stereotype offers a fecund point of departure for 
understanding the postcolonial biopolitics and power relations being elaborated through these 
techno-sexualities. The MSM and WSW categories implicitly rely on and foreground anatomical 
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facts of bodies in order to produce knowledge about gender nonconforming populations. This 
acknowledges that these populations are different in that individuals within them do not use 
LGBTQ identities exclusively to articulate their social relations. However, the enactment of 
these categories also disavows this difference by effacing the gender relations that animate these 
relations in recoding these gender relations as relations between anatomically same-sexed bodies. 
Since the MSM and WSW categories are used in global health knowledge production, only the 
liberal cultural field is referenced within global health development projects and HIV science in 
South Africa. This becomes problematic when producing knowledge about and representations 
of HIV epidemics in South Africa due to the fact that most black South Africans call on both 
cultural fields when enacting their gender and sexual identities in daily life. 
In order to further demonstrate the disjuncture between the structures of looking about 
gender and sexuality that exist between black and medical cultures in South Africa, I will 
examine how individuals and organizations have produced representations of gender and 
sexuality and have given themselves to be seen through these structures of looking. I will 
examine a range of images produced by sexual rights LGBTQ activists and compare them to 
images produced by health-focused LGBTQ NGOs for health promotion materials. My intent is 
expressly not to make health communication claims about the effectiveness of the health-focused 
LGBTQ NGO’s materials for outreach, or to evaluate the adequacy of their outreach activities. 
This is beyond the scope of this study, but it would be interesting for such an evaluation to be 
undertaken. Rather, the point of this analysis is to diagnose cultural differences in structures of 
looking at sexual subjects and to further demonstrate the difference and dynamics involved in the 
constitution of both scientific and lay forms of expert subjectivity. The first image (Figure 1) was 
produced by Sabelo Mlangeni as part of a series taken in collaboration with Graeme Reid’s (Reid 
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2013) ethnographic research project on gay identities in rural Mpumalanga Province, South 
Africa. 
Figure 1. Photo by Sabelo Mlangeni as part of How to Be a Real Gay.  
 
In Reid’s (Reid 2008; Reid 2013) ethnographic texts, he introduces these individuals to us as gay 
ladies, who he tells us maintain sexual and romantic relationships strictly with gay gents. In his 
description of these gay identities, Reid affirms that these gay ladies take on the social equivalent 
of being women in their communities. In this way, their experiences approximate those of 
Themba and Sipho (see chapter 3) in that they give themselves to be seen as women within an 
ethnic, in this case Zulu, cultural field and ideology, but also identify as gay, which Zulu 
traditionalists maintain is not an authentic form of ethno-sexuality. However, these 
identifications occur in a context where black gay male activists hold workshops on “how to be a 
real gay,” and they critique these displays of femininity, thus questioning their links with 
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prevailing gender norms. In this way, these black gay male activists critique the way in which 
these gay ladies inhabit the norms of gender comportment that, in their ideological register, are 
used by traditional-nationalists in oppressive ways. However, I would argue, following 
Mahmood (2005), that we open a possibility of reading these inhabitations as not a priori 
apolitical. How are we to know, in advance, the political effects of these women engaging with 
gender norms within these ethnic vernaculars? Here are two other images (figs. 2 and 3) of gay 
ladies and gents who were special guests at the book launch for Graeme Reid’s ethnography, 
How to Be a Real Gay, which I attended in Johannesburg in the winter of 2013.  
 
Figure 2. How to Be a Real Gay book launch. 
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Figure 3. How to Be a Real Gay book launch. 
 
Figure 4. Amadoda Aqotho (“Honest Men”) by Zanele Muholi. 
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Figure 4 is a photo taken by Zanele Muholi as part of her latest series of “visual activism” around 
issues of concern to black LGBTQ groups in South Africa. Henriette Gunkel has analyzed 
Muholi’s work on her depictions of black lesbian intimacies in the context of the post-apartheid 
milieu by focusing on the sexual politics that have emerged around Muholi’s photographic 
oeuvre (Gunkel 2010). This particular photo was taken as part of series that examines same-sex 
marriages in South Africa. The entire series is available on the Inkanyiso weblog and has 
recently been featured in and represented in major art galleries in South Africa (Muholi 2013). 
Note in figures 1–4 the performances of femininity and masculinity and stark differences 
in gender presentation and comportment among these gay men and lesbians. 120  These 
photographic representations are arguably quite apt depictions of the multifield framing of 
sexuality, including both liberal and traditional-nationalist structures of looking, that I have been 
describing throughout this dissertation. I want to compare these with a number of images 
produced by a number of health-focused NGOs that work on HIV prevention among MSM in 
Cape Town and Johannesburg. This first example (fig. 5), an informational pamphlet on STI 
prevention, depicts a half-undressed, masculine black man with the word men prominently 
featured. 
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120 Note: in figure 4, one of the figures is a cis-gender male. The others in the image are 
gender nonconforming individuals. 
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Figure 5. Health-focused NGO STI pamphlet. 
  
The next example promotes male circumcision as an HIV-prevention measure. These 
kinds of campaigns have been implemented in South Africa for years now: they were initially 
targeted at black heterosexual male populations but have been being promoted among black 
MSM populations as well. These images were taken from pamphlets available in the MSM 
clinics where I worked. They both feature culturally particular and stereotypical symbols of 
white gay masculinity alongside messages that call for potential addressees to take responsibility 
for themselves. For instance, it is difficult to see how the use of a military dog tag graphic in 
figure 6 would resonate with black South Africans who were subject to violent military policing 
during apartheid. On the other hand, the calls for responsibility ignore the contexts of 
vulnerability that oftentimes prevent women like Sipho (see chapter 3), or transgender and other 
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gender nonconforming people, from taking full responsibility for their health. In the first 
promotional image (fig. 6), we see the slogan khula ndoda, or “grow up, man,” emblazoned, 
quite ironically, on a military dog tag. There is a cruel irony and optimism in the contradiction 
produced by using military symbols to encourage the pamphlet’s potential audience to enact a 
liberal, and neoliberal (Berlant 2011), form of “responsibilisation” (Rose 2007) among groups of 
black South Africans who have historically been subjected to state-sponsored, militarized 
violence.  
In the introduction, I critiqued Nikolas Rose (Rose 1996) for limiting his analysis of 
“responsibilisation” to “advanced liberal democracies,” himself drawing upon Michel Foucault’s 
(Foucault 1991) work investigating the nature of governmentality. Miriam Ticktin (Ticktin 
2011a; Ticktin 2011b) has also critiqued Rose’s limitation, demonstrating how symbolic and 
structural violence is enacted through responsibilization discourses vis-à-vis the exceptions 
produced around the figure of the immigrant in these societies and the unequal distribution of 
citizenship along lines of gender, race, and class in the context of humanitarian programs in 
France and the United States (Ticktin 2006). I build here on Ticktin’s critique by demonstrating 
the ideological cynicism that these discourses are imbued with when they are enacted in a 
postcolonial context like South Africa. For instance, the apartheid regime put in place a well-
known form of racial militarization, including oppressive military patrolling of and militarized 
violence among black South Africans by the South African Defense Force. Daniel Conway 
(2012) argues that participating in compulsory conscription and objecting to it was a gendered 
phenomenon among white South African men during apartheid. The End Conscription 
campaign, which was the most significant anti-apartheid social movement mobilized primarily 
among white South Africans, prominently included LGBTQ activists who protested this policy 
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(Hoad, et al. 2005).121 The history of racialized militarization in South Africa renders this 
pamphlet particularly bizarre, if not offensive: it effaces such a violent history in representations 
that are designed to “responsibilize” black audiences, regardless of their hetero- or 
homosexuality.  
Figure 6. Khula Ndoda, “Grow Up, Man.” 
 
 Admittedly, the Yazi Amaqinso, or “Know the Facts,” poster (fig. 7) might appeal to the 
high popularity of soccer among black publics. However, gay ladies tend to have only a side 
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121 In recognition of this heritage and the historical resonance this has had for some 
LGBTQ groups, the MSM clinic in Cape Town is called the Ivan Thoms HIV Clinic. Ivan 
Thoms was a South African physician who was active in both anti-apartheid and anticonscription 
campaigns.  
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interest in sports like alone soccer. Many of the black gay men who I spoke with during my time 
in the field stated time and again that when they used to think of themselves and others thought 
of them as girls, it was mainly due to the types of games they played when growing up. In 
interview after interview black lesbians would state that they understood themselves to be 
different than other girls when they would play soccer with boys instead of playing with dolls 
like the other girls. Likewise gay ladies almost unanimously talk about how they disliked playing 
soccer and rough housing with other boys, which is why they say they were attracted to playing 
with girls growing up. These behavioral preferences shape black lesbian and gay subjects before 
they see themselves within a liberal frame of sexual subjectivity. In this way, the masculine 
iconography on display in these health promotion materials foregrounds liberal sensibilities and 
preconceptions about gay male desire, rather than acknowledging the fact of composite sexual 
subjectivity among the majority of black gay men in South Africa. 
 Another odd aspect of this biomedical representation of the target population for 
circumcision campaigns in South Africa is that one of the figures is not black, perhaps white or 
Asian, thus gesturing toward the nonracialism of South African liberal civil society as it has 
historically taken shape in post-apartheid South Africa (Mamdani 1996). Given that these images 
were circulated to urge black heterosexual men to seek out and use circumcision services, these 
images are putatively of heterosexual men. However, they could also be interpreted as masculine 
homosexual men. But because the risk for HIV among heterosexual white and Asian men is so 
low, their representation in such materials seems misdirected and misplaced. Moreover, white 
men of many different ethnicities are normally circumcised at birth, if they are circumcised at 
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all.122 In the context of South Africa, circumcision campaigns are primarily aimed at reaching 
heterosexual men at risk for HIV. So the effect of these images, as well as of circumcision 
interventions more generally, is diagnosing a structure of looking that works to privilege the 
HIV-prevention needs of masculine men over those of feminine or gender nonconforming men. 
In the available epidemiology of HIV among men who have sex with men (MSM), as well as in 
other studies of gender plasticity or nonconformity, it is feminized groups and populations of 
MSM who have been shown to be at higher risk for HIV and are more exposed to situations and 
contexts of vulnerability to HIV than are masculine MSM groups.123 In the ethnographic analysis 
of the available epidemiological discourse on HIV among men who have sex with men (MSM) 
presented in the next chapter, I explore how the biomedical structure of looking occludes the 
existence of other cultural fields of gendered and sexual meanings and consider the bioethical 
implications. 
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122 I should note that circumcision among white South African men, of any ethnicity, is 
extremely rare in midlife, and if it is practiced, it is typically medical circumcision that is 
practiced and only at birth. However, during my fieldwork, one Afrikaans gay male in his mid-
thirties was circumcised in his twenties. The reasons he gave were aesthetic and had nothing to 
do with biomedical meanings attributed to the procedure for reducing the risk of HIV 
transmission.  
123 For reasons that I explore in the next chapter, this type of research is extremely rare, 
but there are some culturally attuned public health and epidemiology studies that suggest this is a 
significant, and yet largely unacknowledged, issue in understanding how HIV risk and 
vulnerability is constituted socioculturally among black MSM in South Africa as well as in other 
areas of the world (Cook, et al. 2013; Lane, et al. 2009). 
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Figure 7. “Know the Facts” 
 
In figures 4–7, it is apparent that the representations of gender and sexuality that health-
focused LGBTQ NGO medical cultures produce for and about MSM only reference a liberal 
field of meaning and interpretation of gender and sexuality. It is clear that the disjuncture 
between these sets of images is masculinist in nature and marginalizes, to the point of effacing, 
feminine gay men and gender nonconforming women like Sipho (chapter 3) in representations of 
the HIV epidemic among MSM. Normative images of community members do not necessarily 
always have a bearing on the effectiveness of health communication materials designed to 
publicize certain public health programs beyond mere representation. But the next chapter 
demonstrates that when a multifield theoretical perspective is applied epidemiological 
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knowledge production in the context of MSM HIV epidemiology, the significant ethical 
implications of not addressing gender and sexuality emerge clearly. 
Structures of Looking and the Stereotype 
In this chapter I focused on the way that risk is used as a structure of looking and giving 
to be seen in a biomedical cultural field. I did this by focusing on the enactment of the MSM and 
WSW categories by both lay and scientific experts. With black lesbian groups appropriating the 
idiom of risk in order to render themselves visible to South African and transnational biomedical 
and behavioral research paradigms vis-à-vis HIV prevention initiatives, a cultural paradox arose. 
This paradox was focused around the way in which biomedical and public health cultures within 
the field of global health ignore cultural difference despite the fact that ethnically particular 
enactments of sexuality structure contexts of risk and vulnerability among these groups. 
Likewise, I demonstrated how the same cultural paradox was sustained through ideological 
biomedical and public health discourses and practices that worked to distribute HIV prevention 
interventions among black MSM in South Africa, and among MSM more generally in a global 
frame.  
In all of the examples explored and analyzed in this chapter regarding the structures of 
looking and the representations they produce, there are stark differences in how black and 
medical cultures produce knowledge about gender and sexuality. I also examined what seems to 
be an emerging dialectic between lay and scientific expertise that is roughly distributed between 
South African LGBTQ NGOs focused on sexual rights and health. This dialectic tension works 
by only referencing a liberal field of cultural meanings about gender and sexuality and has 
effaced the everyday gendered experiences of gender nonconforming individuals and groups that 
exist primarily within ethnic cultural practices and discourses. Ultimately, these processes mirror 
 224 
the operation of the colonial stereotype. However, beyond these problematic representational 
practices, these cultural aporias create material inequalities and ethical quandaries for global 
health knowledge production, particularly about queer groups within HIV science and 
epidemiology. The next chapter will explore this in detail by examining how knowledge has 
been produced about groups of MSM in the South African HIV epidemic in the context of the 
implementation of the HIV prevention intervention known as preexposure prophylaxis, or PrEP.  
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The allure of clinical trials is that all successful, well-run ones must have asked 
relevant questions and therefore reveal treatments that we should follow. The 
problem is that there are better and worse questions to ask, better and worse 
ways of framing populations. 
Dumit, Drugs for Life 
 
Introduction 
 The Cape Town field site for this study was located within a global HIV clinical trial that 
aimed to ascertain the effects of a drug known as Truvada, which was commonly used to treat 
individuals who were HIV-positive, for prophylactic purposes among men who have sex with 
men (MSM). In other words, the point of the trial was to find out if treating HIV-negative people 
with a once-a-day HIV antiretroviral (ARV) medication would prevent HIV infection. 
Epistemological preconditions for such a trial include needing to test proposed prophylactics 
within a population that has high risk for HIV transmission so that the prophylactic effect can be 
measured between treatment and placebo arms of a trial. As it turned out, the Cape Town site 
was the only site of this global HIV clinical trial in Africa.124 One of the study managers of the 
trial explained to me that the reason that the Cape Town site was even added to the global trial 
was, “the site was added for political reasons.”  
As this chapter will explore in detail, such political reasoning was required in place of 
epidemiological reason due to the fact that there was not enough data on the prevalence of HIV 
among MSM populations in African countries, including South Africa. Thus, the reason for 
adding this site was not scientific. Rather, it was based on a political – which in this case is also 
to say economic – calculation that it would be important to have black Africans included in the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
124 The trial consisted of a total of 11 sites, spanning six countries and four continents, 
inclusive of the Cape Town site. 
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experimental apparatus. Such forms of “recruitmentology” (Epstein 2008) ensure that 
populations included in these types of clinical trials would have data produced for them about a 
drug’s efficacy. In this case, the data would influence whether the population would be indicated 
for prophylaxis if the trial demonstrated that pre-exposure prophylaxis, or PrEP, was efficacious. 
Here the symbolic economies around the politics of biomedical risk, race and homosexual 
behavior combine in order to influence the material economy of biomedical knowledge 
production and the potential distribution of health resources in the form of PrEP. In other words, 
given the absence of any HIV prevalence data for black MSM in South Africa that would 
legitimate the trial site scientifically, the symbolic aspects of biomedical sexual ideologies 
regarding HIV risk among MSM and other gay and black populations globally are given a 
material existence. This material reality is confirmed by the distribution of the experimental 
apparatus to the Cape Town site in spite of the lack of actual HIV prevalence data.  
This chapter explores how the symbolic economies of ethno-, techno- and actual 
sexuality that I have examined throughout the other chapters of the dissertation have become 
related to the distribution of material goods: namely, the distribution of health resources. I will 
demonstrate the links between the symbolic and the material by specifically focusing on the HIV 
prevention technology PrEP. In addition to understanding how the knowledge about the 
efficaciousness of PrEP was constituted in the context of this clinical trial, I will look at how 
epidemiological knowledge has been produced about MSM in South Africa. I do so in order to 
understand a troubling paradox whereby black MSM in South Africa were considered a high 
enough risk population to test the efficacy of PrEP, but have not been included in projections 
regarding distributing PrEP as a HIV prevention intervention. Put another way, the cultural logic 
of global health in this case held that black MSM in South Africa were risky enough to test the 
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efficacy of PrEP, however despite this riskiness this same population has been marginalized in 
recent epidemiological modeling studies that are predicting the cost effectiveness of PrEP among 
various South African populations. 
I will argue that this paradox emerges as a cultural conundrum that confounds the limits 
of existing bioethics and public health ethics frameworks. Bioethics is a relatively new field of 
applied ethical inquiry and analysis. The types of expertise and expert practices it is primarily 
concerned with focused on the ethical conduct of clinical trials (i.e., informed consent 
procedures) and the physician-patient interactions (i.e., confidentiality). It’s historical 
antecedents begin in the mid-twentieth century at the end of World War II, during the 
Nuremburg Tribunal, where the notion of informed consent was first articulated (Jonsen 1998). 
While its philosophical genealogy extends back more than a half century, the emergence of the 
discipline and a discernable bioethical discourse does not congeal until the emergence of 
patients’ rights movements in the late 1960s and 1970s (Jonsen 1998; Rothman 1991), and in the 
wake of the Tuskegee Syphilis experiment (Jones 1981). This last incident was a lightning rod 
that resulted in widespread public controversy culminating in the consolidation of the United 
States government’s resolve and political will to institute a bioethical infrastructure to monitor 
and evaluate the ethical conduct of medical research and physician-patient interactions.  
Only very recently, during the past fifteen years, have bioethical concerns given rise to an 
emergent field of public health ethics and attendant discourses regarding the ethical conduct of 
public health research, practice and surveillance (Childress, et al. 2002; Fairchild and Bayer 
2004; Kass 2001). The discourse and the field of public health ethics has largely and uncritically 
imported the liberal political philosophies and principles of the applied field of bioethics (Jonsen 
1998). Normative understandings of agency and freedom are hallmarks of these moral 
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philosophies and invariably run into conflicts when dealing with nonnormative subjects and 
social groups, precisely the kind of groups that I have focused on throughout this dissertation. 
Some public health ethics researchers have expressed concern over the complete lack of 
addressing issues of culture in bioethics and public health ethics frames (Kass 2001). As such, 
the liberal framing of both of these fields of applied ethics poses both a paradox for the present 
study. As was shown in chapter 3, the liberal sensibilities that determine bioethical and public 
health ethics analyses are in tension with customary and ethnic sensibilities in a place like South 
Africa. Such ethno-sexual tensions are constantly playing out in South African political society, 
which pace Chatterjee (Chatterjee 2004), tend to escape the logics and ethics of liberal civil 
society.  
Therefore, limiting bioethics and public health ethics frameworks to liberal philosophy 
and principles will inevitably result in forms of symbolic, and as I will demonstrate in this 
chapter, structural violence. It is important to look at the case of South Africa in this regard given 
that other societies if they have not yet, will soon be grappling with these exact set of problems 
given the unresolved, and perhaps unresolvable, issues of multiculturalism that anthropologists 
have shown are a problematic feature of liberal societies globally (Comaroff and Comaroff 2011; 
Morgensen 2011; Povinelli 2002). In no way am I arguing against the replacement of liberal 
philosophy and principles as integral to the fields of bioethics and public health ethics. However, 
what I will argue is that if these liberal frames do not somehow find a way to account for cultural 
difference and other, local moral framings of the world in their ethical frameworks they will 
continue to enact symbolic and structural violence upon populations they ostensibly purport to be 
healing. 
The Context of PrEP 
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 In the overall scientific and ethical context of the preconditions of the PrEP clinical trial, 
black South African MSM were recruited and enrolled in the trial based upon their putative 
sexual behavior and sexualities. In my interactions with the clinical staff and researchers during 
my field research, it was clear that they did not conceive of the trial participants drawing upon 
multiple cultural fields of gender and sexuality in their daily lives. In the context of the trial, 
regardless of the gendered differences among the group of black MSM who were enrolled, the 
population was framed based on the anatomy of these individuals, not their gender identities or 
experiences of gender variance. As the quote from Dumit at the beginning states, and as I aim to 
demonstrate in this chapter, there are better and worse ways to frame populations in the context 
of clinical trials. I will also argue that Dumit’s is an even more trenchant critique of the science 
of clinical trials when the knowledge that these trials produce is used to plan and implement 
mass public health interventions, such as PrEP.  
To do this, I will draw on the previous chapters’ analyses where I explored how South 
Africans draw upon multiple fields of cultural intelligibility in order to enact complex forms of 
sexual subjectivity. Specifically in Chapter 3, I focused on how the South African liberal and 
other ethnic cultural fields gave rise to multiple sexual ideologies in contemporary contexts. 
Throughout the preceding chapters I have explored the dynamic interrelationship of these 
cultural fields and sexual ideologies. In Chapter 4, I traced the emergence and enactment of the 
MSM and WSW epidemiological risk categories in South African medical cultures among 
scientific and lay expert groups. I highlighted the ways in which these categories implicitly 
reference and enact liberal categories of gender and sexuality without also acknowledging other 
cultural understandings and meanings attributed to gender identity among black publics. This 
demonstrated the racial and gender dynamics that influence how medical cultures produce 
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knowledge about and representations of sexuality in the context of global health and HIV 
programs in South Africa. In this particular national context these categories are intended to 
enumerate primarily black queer bodies in biomedical and public health science among groups 
who may not necessarily identify as gay, lesbian or bisexual, but have sex with someone of the 
same anatomical sex. In demonstrating how lay and professional experts enact these categories in 
their work related to HIV global health interventions and sexual rights among queer black 
populations, I discussed how experts efface significant cultural difference when producing 
knowledge about gender and sexuality. The overwriting of cultural difference through the 
enactment of these epidemiological categories results in a cultural conundrum for medical 
cultures not only in South Africa, but in all other contexts where cultural difference may have a 
significant bearing on how knowledge is produced about distributions of illness and disease 
among populations. Such a conundrum produces a perennial antagonism within the 
universalizing ethical frames of bioethics and public health ethics (Das 1999; Kleinman 1999).  
The following is an ethnographic analysis of a particular aspect of the scientific culture of 
epidemiology. It will consider the ethical implications of enacting the MSM category in the 
particular context of South African HIV epidemiology as it engages in evidence production 
practices and discourses about queer bodies. Specifically, I examine the ethical implications of 
epidemiological knowledge production against the backdrop of the impending implementation of 
the emerging HIV intervention strategy known as pre-exposure prophylaxis, or PrEP. The 
intervention has prompted complicated bioethical and public health ethics concerns regarding the 
moral distribution of antiretroviral medications (ARVs) to ostensibly healthy populations as a 
form of HIV prevention when millions of HIV-positive people still lack access to ARVs 
globally. This is especially the case among gender non-conforming populations in areas of the 
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world where non-pharmaceutical HIV interventions, such as HIV counseling and testing, have 
not been readily or widely available until very recently, which is the case in South Africa. Given 
the expense and biomedical complexity of PrEP as a pharmaceuticalized HIV prevention 
intervention, analyses of the ethics of this intervention are particularly important. Such 
interventions presuppose a number of preconditions for their ethical implementation based upon 
the current focus on justice as an ethical principle dominant in public health ethics. One 
precondition to attain justice as an ethical ideal is that there are accurate maps of the HIV 
epidemic in a given national context so that health resources, such as PrEP, can be justly 
distributed. The approach I take in this chapter will build upon the ethnographic analyses and 
findings from previous chapters in order to begin to think towards the moral implications of HIV 
and global health knowledge production using the context of PrEP implementation as a window 
into this complex set of ethical questions about the effacement of culture in bioethical and public 
health ethics frames used in global health.  
In this way, the chapter includes a critical investigation of how the concept of culture is 
addressed in extant public health ethics frameworks, all of which implicitly or explicitly bracket 
notions and issues concerning cultural difference when constituting their ethical framings and 
conducting their ethical analyses. This chapter is specifically focused on a particular 
ethnographic and ethical case study: that of the implementation of PrEP in South Africa. 
However, beyond this local context and particular example, the analysis speaks more widely to 
broader, global concerns of the ethics of epidemiology as a science, and the multi-disciplinary 
field of global health more generally. What follows is an exploration of the vicissitudes of 
visibility of black queer bodies within global health knowledge production and interventions in 
South Africa. The analysis also broadens existing anthropological analyses and critiques of 
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bioethics and public health ethics. It does so by demonstrating how anthropology can contribute 
anew to these paradigms. By providing recommendations for refocusing the frames of 
biomedical and public health ethics, I attempt to provide a strategy for mediating and attenuating 
aspects of ethnocentrism that are entwined with the historical development and current practices 
of these disciplines across national contexts, with a particular focus on South Africa.   
Epidemiological Knowledge Production as an Ethical Concern 
Years before randomized clinical trials were completed that proposed to evaluate the 
efficacy of using PrEP science studies scholars described this particular approach as, “a 
problematic intervention,” predicting that straightforward acceptance of the prevention strategy 
would be, “compromised by the anticipation that it is unlikely to be a neat biomedical advance,” 
(Rosengarten and Michael 2009a: 1050). Supporting this assessment, in the mid-2000’s early 
PrEP trials faced political challenges from activists in Cameroon and Cambodia, in collaboration 
with Paris ACT UP, who questioned the design and administration of these trials citing ethical 
and quality of care concerns (Mills, et al. 2005; Rosengarten and Michael 2009b). Shortly 
thereafter, one arm of a multinational Tenofovir trial run by Family Health International, located 
in Nigeria, was stopped early due to, “logistical difficulties that illustrate the challenge of 
conducting research in resource poor settings,” (Mills, et al. 2005: 1403). While it remains 
unclear whether the political challenges to the Cambodia and Cameroon trials decisively 
contributed to their early discontinuation, one study describes these actions as “catalysts,” (Mills, 
et al. 2005: 1403). Another stated that, “anecdotal reports suggest that the decision to stop the 
trial may have been to do with the complex political arrangements involved in the governance of 
Cambodia as well as the confusion surrounding the running of the trial” (Rosengarten and 
Michael 2009b: 196). 
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A few years later, some trials were stopped early for biomedical reasons, reporting 
equivocal results (Peterson, et al. 2007; Van Damme, et al. 2012). Still other trials reported 
evidence indicating that PrEP is a viable strategy for reducing the incidence of HIV in a number 
of populations globally (Baeten, et al. 2012; Grant, et al. 2010; Thigpen, et al. 2012). Following 
a scientific and regulatory inquiry and assessment of all available clinical trial evidence 
evaluating the efficacy of PrEP, in July 2012, the United States Food and Drug Administration 
approved the antiretroviral (ARV) drug Truvada for use to reduce the risk of HIV in uninfected 
individuals who are at high risk for contracting the disease and who may engage in sexual 
activity with HIV-infected partners (FDA 2012). The FDA’s approval was handed down despite 
the wide divergence in reported efficacy of PrEP across clinical trial contexts conducted globally 
among particular populations in specific contexts. PrEP researchers attribute this divergence 
within the intervention to a number of factors (Grant, et al. 2005; Page-Shafer, et al. 2005). 
Rosengarten and Michael offer a “textual analysis” of these two published biomedical analyses 
of PrEP, which include a large number of PrEP researchers as authors. Their analysis 
demonstrates that PrEP researchers attribute divergence and multiplicity of the PrEP intervention 
object to biomedical and anatomical differences in populations, mode of HIV transmission (i.e., 
vaginal vs. anal intercourse, injecting drug use), as well as the critical importance of socio-
behavioral factors, including adherence to the once daily dosing regimen in particular 
(Rosengarten and Michael 2009b: 192-194). In other words, these studies a priori presume the 
unity of this biomedical intervention called PrEP, thereby attributing divergence in the efficacy 
and effectiveness of this putatively singular object to the populations under study and their 
sociocultural, biological and economic contexts. Contrary to this biomedical rendering of PrEP 
as a singular intervention object, this analysis follows Rosengarten and Michael’s more nuanced 
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and pragmatic argument that, “underlying the apparent ‘complicated simplicities’ of a seemingly 
singular PrEP are the ‘contingent complexities’, out of which emerge many shifting PrEPs,” 
(Rosengarten and Michael 2009a: 1054). Drawing on the work of philosopher and ethnographer 
of medical ontology Annmarie Mol (Mol 2003), and by examining the vast range of work by 
epidemiologists and other biomedical and public health scientists in the emerging field of PrEP 
research, they demonstrate that these researchers reference and implicitly describe, “the immense 
complexity of PrEP …. Yet there remains in these [researchers’] accounts the underlying 
presumption of a stable self-identical object imbued with essential capacities that stand apart 
from its making,” (Rosengarten and Michael 2009b: 193). The political and ethical ramifications 
of rendering PrEP as ideologically singular, as opposed to pragmatically multiple, are not 
insignificant. The difference between the two approximates the difference between the 
pharmacoepidemiological concepts of efficacy and effectiveness.125 The former is a measure of 
whether a drug brings about its intended effect under ideal circumstances in a controlled, 
experimental environment, such as a clinical trial; the later is a measure of whether a drug brings 
about its intended effect in real-world clinical settings. The various sociocultural realities that 
condition the possibilities of these multiple PrEPs each have their respective, possible conditions 
for intervention; each have particular sociocultural and political contexts that should have some 
bearing on the ethical implementation of this complex, not to mention expensive, intervention. 
Importantly, Rosengarten and Michael argue that the constrained bioethical framing of PrEP – 
typically conceived as limited to two sets of actors: namely PrEP researchers and research 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
125 I underscore that this analogy is an approximation. Ontologically speaking, estimates 
of efficacy in the ideal conditions of a clinical trial are also multiple as well. As Rosengarten and 
Michael have argued, "various performances of trials are ontologically divergent—they are not 
simply the ‘standard’ trial enacted in different contexts, rather the trials and their ‘contexts’ 
mutually shape one another in ways which make the trials different ‘entities’ or events,” (2009b: 
184).  
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subjects – denies the complexity and multiplicity of PrEP in its potential local enactments as an 
intervention strategy. As such, this sort of narrow bioethical consideration occludes wider sets of 
actors and additional processes that would need to be assessed ethically within a public health 
ethics framework. These would include entire populations of people who are “at-risk” for HIV, 
how, and according to what norms, these populations were conceived and constituted, and their 
attendant political, economic and sociocultural contexts. All of these considerations must have 
some bearing on bioethical and public health ethics considerations. 
Given the complexity and costliness of this intervention strategy, it is not surprising that 
the impending implementation of PrEP has prompted complicated ethical quandaries and 
challenges (Patton and Kim 2012). In particular, these questions have focused on the ethics of 
distributing ARVs to ostensibly healthy populations as a form of HIV prevention when millions 
of HIV-positive people still lack access to ARVs globally. Questions of distribution, and the 
cost-benefit calculations that will ensue, will rely heavily on a number of presupposed, and, as a 
result, unmarked and under-analyzed normative issues within the science of epidemiology; 
global practices of epidemiological surveillance; and knowledge about how HIV and AIDS are 
distributed throughout national populations and sub-populations. In other words, these ethical 
questions will focus on who will and should receive ARVs given the fact that global demand will 
far exceed supply. Given that sexual transmission is one of the main modes of HIV infection, 
these questions of “who” are inextricably linked to knowledge about sex, gender, sexuality, 
sexual populations and HIV epidemiology. As a result, how the ethics of epidemiology 
constructs and classifies sexual, or “at-risk,” populations will, and in innumerable contexts 
already has, become a critical point of contestation for groups affected by HIV and AIDS, 
bioethicists, health activists, physicians, nurses, and researchers in the medical humanities, 
 236 
public health, and biomedicine. 
Epidemiology’s Disunity 
Structuring explicit questions about the moral distribution and ethics of PrEP are broader, 
implicit anxieties over the adequacy of narrowly defined bioethical and public health ethics 
frameworks. These implicit anxieties are focused on whether epidemiological modeling and 
knowledge production practices are able to account for the sociocultural, political and economic 
processes that epidemiological knowledge, and epidemics themselves, are conditioned by. 
Notwithstanding, and towards the goal of widening the purview of epidemiology from its focus 
on biomedical causality, over the last decades of the twentieth century, the sub-field of social 
epidemiology has attempted to offer a corrective of the field’s normative myopia (Krieger 2001). 
These shifts in epidemiology’s focus gesture towards something like expanding the ethics of 
epidemiology through innovative research to elucidate, “the causes of causes” (Marmot 2007), or 
“the fundamental causes” of disease (Link and Phelen 1995), alternatively referred to as the 
“social determinants” of health (Berkman and Kawachi 2000; Marmot and Wilkinson 2006). For 
instance, some social epidemiologists working in East Asia have argued that, “differences in 
social inequalities in health will not be captured if we favor Occidental constructs of 
psychosocial factors, well-being, and social position when such constructs are subject to major 
cultural and philosophical influences,” (Brunner, et al. 2012: 293). Aside from the problematic 
“factorization of the concept of culture” that these epidemiologists implicitly enact (DiGiacomo 
1999: 446), it is right of them to point out that the constructs that social epidemiologists, as well 
as other epidemiologists, use are culturally determined. I will demonstrate why such bracketing 
of culture becomes an ethically thorny issue regarding the implementation of PrEP and the 
epidemiology of HIV in detail below. In order to show why culture matters I will examine how 
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the men who have sex with men (MSM) epidemiological category has been enacted in South 
Africa. 
But first it is necessary to understand the meaning of the historical emergence of social 
epidemiology within the scientific culture of epidemiology. This sub-field’s concern with how 
the social sciences can contribute evidence and knowledge deemed valid within epidemiology, 
reflects the disunity of epidemiology as a field of inquiry. Acknowledging the existence of 
disunity in the sciences is critical when contemplating how to reorient the ethical frames of 
epidemiology, public health and biomedicine. Analyzing the historical and contemporary context 
of disunity across the sciences, the philosopher and historian of science, Peter Galison argues 
that, “there are disunities to be found between the practice of science in different locales and by 
different groups of practitioners. Comparative studies … reveal a locality to scientific knowledge 
that makes programmatic assertions of ‘unity’ ever harder to sustain,” (1996: 2). Following, but 
building on Galison’s injunction against claims to disciplinary unity, as well anthropological 
analyses of epidemiology’s disunity (Trostle and Sommerfeld 1996), the arguments presented 
here demonstrate the ethical imperatives to first allowing for, and then developing, specificity to 
epidemiological knowledge in particular national contexts.126 The aim of nurturing the conditions 
for this specificity is to develop knowledge production and circulation practices that are able to 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
126 The kernel of this argument contradicts Adriana Petryna’s critique of the emergence 
of ethical variability in the context of the globalization of clinical trials (2005). However, her 
critique relies on a normative understanding of justice as an ethical principle and is limited to 
clinical research, which is to say the realm of bioethics. As argued above, the effacement of 
cultural difference embedded within the ethical principle of justice implicitly suggests that 
Petryna’s critique of ethical variability should be posed as a cultural conundrum in the realm of 
public health ethics rather than be considered a universal ‘bad.’ As the following analysis 
demonstrates, accounting for particular forms of ethical variability within global health 
knowledge production is arguably ethically sound in the context of public health practice, 
research and surveillance. Within biomedical and clinical contexts, such as globalized clinical 
trials, this analysis agrees with Petryna’s critique of ethical variability. 
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withstand ethical scrutiny in contexts where epidemiological research and surveillance are 
conducted in social fields marked by significant sociocultural difference. Relatedly, the 
arguments developed in this chapter follow recent ethical analysis that has argued persuasively 
for the necessity of ethical review for both public health surveillance as well as research 
(Fairchild and Bayer 2004). To be sure, there are unifying aspects to the practice of 
epidemiology globally. However, the goal of this analysis is to demonstrate the vital importance 
for allowing a philosophical disunity when conceiving of and representing epidemiology as a 
field of inquiry. I will show that claims for the unity of epidemiology as a science are 
consistently undercut by the real-world multiplicity of its contemporary scientific practices. In 
this way, acknowledging disunity can both, reorient bioethical and public health ethics concerns 
towards the multiplicity of PrEP as an intervention strategy. Such acknowledgement would 
arguably ensure the conditions for locally relevant epidemiological and public health practices 
when making knowledge about HIV and AIDS epidemics in culturally and historically particular 
contexts.  
To contextualize the following arguments for expanding the ethical frame of 
epidemiology, it is necessary to examine how issues of “culture” are taken up in current 
bioethical and public health ethics analyses. I will also briefly discuss interventions 
anthropologists have made with regard to bioethics as well as public health ethics. The present 
analysis concerns itself primarily with the knowledge production practices of epidemiology. 
Such a focus places this analysis squarely within the field of public health ethics, given that 
epidemiology has historically, “developed as the science of public health,” (Kass 2001: 1776). 
Within the emerging field of public health ethics, there has traditionally been an explicit 
bracketing of cultural matters when developing ethical frameworks (Childress, et al. 2002). 
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Analyses of interdisciplinary exchanges between anthropology and epidemiology have focused 
on the more (DiGiacomo 1999), or less (Trostle and Sommerfeld 1996), fraught epistemological 
and conceptual relationships between these two disciplines than on how to adequately and 
formally address cultural processes within public health ethics frameworks. However, Veena 
Das’ (1999) analysis of the problematic representational practices and distributions of 
accountability for the success of global immunization programs in India stands as a rare example 
of anthropology directly addressing concerns that are integral to public health ethics. When 
culture is not overtly excluded from these frameworks, the culture concept and anthropological 
theory remain largely unexamined in available public health ethics frameworks and analyses. 
When it is mentioned, “culture” is typically and problematically identified as a “barrier” that 
public health interventions must address ‘out there,’ in various lay publics, and not ‘within’ the 
cultures of public health, epidemiology and/or biomedicine (Philpott 2013). Nancy Kass has 
implicitly acknowledged the significance of cultural processes to public health ethics by 
remarking that we live in “morally pluralistic” societies, implying that these frameworks must 
somehow address such plurality, but she does not outline how this might occur (2001: 1777).  
However, most, if not all, existing public heath ethics frameworks stop short of explicitly 
incorporating a theory of cultural difference, exposing a glaring theoretical blind spot regarding 
how cultural processes should be addressed within these frames (Gostin and Powers 2006; 
Powers and Faden 2008). For example, dominant analyses in public health ethics have argued for 
justice, or distributive justice with regard to health resources, as a central ethical principle in 
public health ethics (Gostin and Powers 2006; Philpott 2013; Powers and Faden 2008). All of 
these analyses implicitly presuppose the adequacy of epidemiological models and knowledge 
production practices in order to accurately represent the shape and dynamics of various 
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epidemics as a precondition for attaining distributive justice as an ethical principle. In the last 
chapter I demonstrated how these kinds of practices are thoroughly cultural and, in the context of 
South Africa, only reference a liberal framing of gender and sexuality. In the following example, 
I will show why this is ethically problematic for global health interventions like PrEP by 
ethnographically exploring the construction of the men who have sex with men (MSM) 
epidemiological category in the context of the South African HIV epidemic. This analysis will 
demonstrate why public health ethics frameworks that do not explicitly address cultural matters 
are problematic. This is particularly the case in contexts where sociocultural forces significantly 
affect critical concepts, constructs and practices of epidemiology as well as key public health 
ethics principles, such as justice.     
As a “public health” intervention, PrEP represents what João Biehl has analyzed as the 
“pharmaceuticalization of public health” (2007) and contributes to the production of what Joseph 
Dumit and others have referred to as surplus health (Dumit 2012; Sunder Rajan 2012). 
Specifically, pharmaceuticalization produces the condition of surplus health by taking ARVs 
when one is healthy. This changes, on an ontological level, the concept of health. In this set of 
technoscientific and sociocultural conditions, “health is thus not exactly a state one is in but a 
relative category: you would be healthier if you were on the drug,” (Dumit 2012: 13). In the 
context of PrEP surplus health is produced specifically through the practices of consuming 
biomedical risk information, and subsequently taking ARVs as a form of preemptively 
prevention for HIV. In this way, any ethical analysis of PrEP must straddle both the fields of 
bioethics and public health ethics and address how biomedical risk information is produced and 
how this affects the distribution of pharmaceuticalized public health interventions like PrEP.  
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Reviewing the anthropological contributions to bioethics, Adriana Petryna has noted that, 
“anthropological work on the ethics of biotechnology and new medical technologies has shifted 
attention away from issues of individual autonomy and has deepened the analysis of new 
biomedical technologies as they affect new patterns of civic, medical, and commercial 
organization,” (2005: 184) She and other anthropologists have argued that considerations of the 
ethics of biotechnologies, such as (PrEP), should be widened beyond narrow concerns of 
individual autonomy (Biehl 2001; Kleinman 1999), and a myopic focus on informed consent 
procedures in medical research (Marshall 1992; Sunder Rajan 2007). Due to PrEP’s pharmaco-
ethical position spanning the intellectual terrain of both bioethics and public health ethics, this 
analysis aims to extend anthropological concerns with regard to bioethics and the ethics of 
biotechnologies to public health ethics and public health technologies. Specifically, I am 
concerned with subjecting the cultural practices of epidemiology to ethical scrutiny as the 
science emerges differentially across and within national contexts. This type of approach 
necessitates a more broadly conceived ethical framework. Such widening would include an 
understanding of how local cultural knowledge and experience regarding sex, gender and 
sexuality should influence global health knowledge production and the ethical implementation of 
complex, pharmaceutical public health interventions like PrEP.  
Given the current limitations of public health ethics paradigms to adequately address 
cultural concerns, I draw upon Foucault’s philosophy and how it addresses questions of ethics in 
order to suggest a philosophical orientation for these paradigms to begin to account for cultural 
change, difference and meaning. It must be noted that this approach should precisely not be 
interpreted as an exercise in making epidemiology “culturally competent.” The discourse of 
cultural competency has largely become a metonym for cultural stereotyping for which 
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anthropologists have offered correctives in both medical practice and education (Kleinman and 
Benson 2006; Taylor 2003). Likewise, the ethical analysis offered here is a critique of these 
discourses, and is a step towards acknowledging and accounting for the reality of cultural 
difference and change by focusing on the rapidly evolving practices and discourses, as well as 
subjectivities and spaces of global health (Brada 2011). In Foucault’s notion of ethics, he 
conceived of acts, or practices, as distinct from, but inherently related to, a moral code of 
conduct:  
We have to distinguish … acts and moral code. The acts [conduites] are the real behavior of 
people in relation to the moral code [prescriptions] imposed on them. … And there is another 
side to the moral prescriptions …: the kind of relationship you ought to have with yourself … 
which I call ethics, and which determines how the individual is supposed to constitute 
himself as a moral subject of his own actions (1997: 263).  
Foucault intended his ethics to correspond generally to individuals in society (i.e., the 
good citizen), not necessarily to a specific group of individuals, such as epidemiologists (i.e, the 
good scientist). He also felt that it was, “not at all necessary to relate ethical problems to 
scientific knowledge,” and that given the vast, “cultural inventions of mankind there is a treasury 
of devices, techniques, ideas, procedures, and so on, that cannot be exactly reactivated but at 
least constitute, or help to constitute, a certain point of view which can be very useful as a tool 
for analyzing what’s going on now – and to change it,” (261). On this point, I am in particular 
agreement. I am not suggesting that we relate questions concerning the ethics of PrEP to 
scientific knowledge per se. Rather, I am arguing just the opposite: for the conduct of 
epidemiology and public health to remain ethical in contexts of vast material and social 
inequalities – which may also index significant cultural and social difference – epidemiological 
science may have to relate itself towards forms of non-scientific cultural experience and 
knowledge. The reason being that these forms of knowledge may have significant ethical 
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implications for the just implementation of PrEP. In other words, I am suggesting that PrEP 
researchers relate themselves not to theoretical, scientific constructs in their closely related 
disciplines – such as biomedicine or psychology/psychiatry – but rather to other forms of cultural 
knowledge about concepts, such as gender and sexuality, that have an important bearing on the 
transmission of disease or distributions of biomedical risk within and across populations.  
In this way, I argue that it is helpful to widen Foucault’s as well as epidemiology’s 
ethical frame of reference. For example, the moral code to which epidemiologists refer would be 
their theoretical constructs, or set of rules or conventions, for carrying out their work. Such work 
practices would include constructing risk groups, determining and distributing cases of disease, 
and calculating distributions of biomedical risk. It is this first practice of epidemiology that is 
most significant for this analysis and conditions the possibilities of the other practices when 
mapping HIV epidemics within populations. Typically in epidemiology, given its relative 
epistemological affinity to biomedicine, psychiatry, and psychology, these theoretical constructs 
correspond to anatomical, biomedical, biological or behavioral concepts and constructs, such as 
insulin levels, blood pressure, or sex; here, sex can be conceived as both the act/behavior of 
sexual intercourse and the concept of anatomo-biological sex. Bioethical analysis conducted by 
social science researchers has noted that for, “decades now, experts in multiple fields, including 
medicine, psychology, the social sciences, and the humanities, have distinguished between ‘sex’ 
… and ‘gender,’” (Karkazis, et al. 2012). However, within epidemiology, there is a tendency to 
use the term “gender” when what is actually being referred to is the concept of “sex.” In the case 
of the MSM category, for instance, the concept of sex is unconsciously foregrounded, thus 
effacing or de-emphasizing the gendered relations that exist in many homosexual relations.  
Based on the analysis presented thus far in this dissertation, this dual movement of 
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presence and absence, foregrounding and backgrounding, can arguably be considered as a social 
fact, in the Durkheimian sense, in the South African context (Durkheim 1951). The significance 
of this process for my arguments will become evident in the next section. Suffice it to say, this 
sort of elision makes little difference within populations where sex maps neatly onto gender, 
such as in many cis-gender or homo- and heteronormative groups globally. However, there are 
populations where sex and perceived gender or gender identity are disjunct, or the link between 
the two is complex, or not abiding. This would include transgender populations or other types of 
gender variant populations globally. Such categorizing practices can significantly affect 
knowledge of how a disease like HIV is distributed within global health and epidemiological 
mappings of pathogens throughout populations. Basing the construction of risk groups on 
anatomo-biological sex instead of gender can dramatically change the population-level 
morphology of risk groups, and therefore, social cartographies of disease. Likewise, not 
adjusting for socially significant variables, such as gender variance (from sex), in 
epidemiological models can severely distort distributions of risk for a particular disease agent, 
such as HIV, where such social determinants of health are widely understood to determine the 
distribution of disease. The effacement or elision of the differences between sex and gender 
could significantly change how the “causes of causes” are conceived and constituted in a specific 
population and also how a disease agent is mapped throughout a population. What is at stake 
here is the integrity and robustness of epidemiological knowledge in what could roughly be 
described as non-normative sexual cultures. 
In the case of the epidemiology of HIV, constituting risk groups typically follows a 
behavioral paradigm, and almost always references a culturally specific, biomedical 
understanding of sex, gender and sexuality that privileges anatomical sex in the description of 
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behavioral risk categories. For instance, the risk group, men who have sex with men (MSM), was 
designed to reference the same-sex aspects of a sexual relation, regardless of whether those in the 
relation identified themselves as “gay” or “homosexual” (Boellstorff 2011). This method of 
grouping typically ignores the possibility that the genders and/or gendered sex roles, of the same-
sex sexual partners may be qualitatively different. As discussed in-depth in the previous chapter, 
the use of the “MSM” category is typically used to ostensibly de-contextualize sexual behavior, 
putatively separating the behavior from its sociocultural context, with the aim of avoiding the 
sticky issue of social identity. Rather than de-contextualizing, it is clear that the category actually 
re-contextualizes gendered bodies within a biomedical “culture of no culture” framing of the 
body (Traweek 1988), whereby the body’s sociocultural aspects are de-emphasized or effaced in 
lieu of referencing the ostensible “timeless truth” of anatomical and/or biological sex to describe 
the sexual behavior in question (Taylor 2003). In many sociocultural contexts the vast range of 
gendered aspects of homosexual relations are consequential aspects of social and sexual life and 
are significant markers of social difference (Boellstorff 2005; Donham 1998; Parker 2009). In 
some cultural contexts the gendered aspects of homosexual pairings could be epidemiologically 
significant. This appears to be the case among black, South African men categorized using the 
MSM risk group and will be discussed as a case study in detail below. However, the current 
epidemiology of HIV among MSM in South Africa, in its present ethical orientation – meaning 
the relation of epidemiologists creating risk groups (acts) to a biomedical sphere of knowledge 
that privileges anatomical sex (moral code) – does not create risk groups based on cultural 
constructs like “gender variance” or “gender identity” (Baral, et al. 2011; Lane, et al. 2009; 
Rispel, et al. 2011). One reason for this may be that the current epidemiology of MSM in South 
Africa does not typically sample according to race, even though the differences in sexual culture 
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across racial groups in South Africa are known to be significant and mediated by other factors 
such as gendered sex roles and class, particularly among black MSM groups in South Africa 
(Gevisser and Cameron 1994; Krouse 1993). The result is epidemiological knowledge that reifies 
the significance of sex in same-sex relations, while simultaneously occluding the gender variant 
social realities of these sexual pairings, particularly among groups of black MSM. Such 
occlusions thus efface the possible epidemiological significance of these sociocultural processes. 
Why is this important? For instance, the epidemiology of HIV among black MSM could orient 
itself ethically in another direction, with reference to another sphere of knowledge about sex, 
gender and sexuality, one that acknowledges the significance of gender variance among these 
groups. It could do so by creating risk groups and epidemiological knowledge and variables that 
reference and acknowledge constructs of gender or gender variance rather than sex, and then 
determine which of these constructs is most adequate for understanding the dynamics of 
biomedical risk for HIV among these groups. While the concept of gender as a sociocultural 
construct is elaborated primarily within a sociocultural or ethnographic epistemic space, the 
concept of sex is typically understood to be produced primarily within a scientific, medical, or 
biomedical sphere of knowledge. However, feminist philosophy and historical analyses have 
demonstrated these spheres to be thoroughly cultural spaces of knowing about sex (Butler 1993; 
Laqueur 1990). Exploring the epidemiological significance of gender among black MSM groups 
could be one method of expanding bioethical and public health ethics frameworks to apprehend 
the myriad of social, cultural, political and economic contexts that biomedical and 
epidemiological science exists within and is inevitably shaped by. I will demonstrate this process 
in detail below by taking the enactment of the MSM category in the South African context as a 
case study that illustrates this broader normative concern with the ethics of epidemiology and 
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how it relates specifically to the ethics of PrEP. 
Making up MSM in South Africa 
The previous section considered expanding bioethical and public health ethics 
considerations to include how knowledge about health, bodies, and populations are produced 
through epidemiology. In order to demonstrate how this broad theoretical discussion takes shape 
in a concrete context, I will turn my attention to a case study, examining how the MSM 
epidemiological category has been constructed and used to make knowledge about the HIV 
epidemic in South Africa. Exploring how the MSM category is enacted in a specific 
sociocultural context will illuminate various aspects of the theoretical discussion presented 
above. After exploring this case study, I will link issues regarding the making of the MSM 
category to concerns about the ethical implications of the implementation of PrEP  
Following Manjari Mahajan, who has analyzed the globalization of HIV risk categories 
within India’s national epidemiological scientific establishment, I read the enactment of the 
MSM category in the South African context as referencing a “foreknowledge” of HIV epidemics 
as they have taken shape in other countries. Mahajan develops the notion of foreknowledge by 
demonstrating that, “the [epidemiological] models and their encoded foreknowledge invite 
substitution of data and travel of categories from other societies,” adding that, “the presumptions 
built into epidemiological models obviate the unique features of a society that are relevant to 
counting but that nonetheless get summarily erased,” (Mahajan 2008: 592). Like Mahajan, I do 
not intend to argue against the use of epidemiological modeling, given its usefulness in creating 
an understanding of the shape and scope of epidemics in various national contexts. However, it is 
my aim to reorient these scientific practices and subject them to a culturally-informed ethical 
framework in order to develop better, and more adequate, models, which necessarily, “involve 
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complementing mathematical models with different types of sociological and cultural 
knowledge,” (2008: 592). 
In the case of the MSM category’s enactment in South Africa, the type of foreknowledge 
that Mahajan describes has been mobilized, whereby the MSM category serves as a template for 
epidemiological evidence making to legitimate new treatment and intervention subject 
populations of “at-risk” MSM. These “men,” while ostensibly healthy, are now being figured as 
in need of or “indicated for” prophylactic treatment with ARVs, evinced by the production of 
interim guidelines for the administration of PrEP among “high risk” individuals within all groups 
of MSM in South Africa (Bekker, et al. 2012; CentersforDiseaseControl 2011). In this instance, 
the interim guidelines reference a number of studies of HIV prevalence among MSM in South 
Africa and other southern African countries. The studies that are focused on South Africa report 
a widely varying range of HIV prevalence estimates (ranging from 10% - 50%) for various 
multi-racial groupings of MSM in various urban and township contexts throughout South Africa 
(Baral, et al. 2011; Lane, et al. 2009; Rispel, et al. 2011). While Baral et al. (2011) astutely 
mention that it is problematic to compare prevalence estimates across various population 
sampling designs, the variation in prevalence rates calls into question the reliability of the MSM 
category as a continuous, selfsame and coherent scientific object in this context. This is likely 
due to the fact that within the general MSM category that these researchers constructed, socially 
and culturally divergent groups, according to race, class and gender variance are collapsed into 
the same risk group. Despite such heterogeneity, in most of the recent South African HIV 
prevalence studies, it seems there is some general consistency across studies: black MSM seem 
to be at highest risk across studies, and those individuals who self-identified as gay had 
significantly higher HIV prevalence rates and were more likely to be HIV-positive than non-gay-
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identified individuals (Baral, et al. 2011; Lane, et al. 2009; Rispel, et al. 2011). Looking across 
these studies, gay identity emerges empirically as a significant variable to the distribution of HIV 
among various, heterogeneous, multi-racial groups of MSM.  
Despite the lack of data pointing to the coherence of the MSM category as a useful HIV 
risk category in the South African context, the national PrEP guidelines paradoxically continue 
to reference such a category. Referencing Mahajan’s concept of foreknowledge, the use of the 
category can be better understood. In the absence of empirical data on the ground, 
epidemiology’s models and practices continue to reference the undifferentiated MSM category, 
despite its incoherence and despite the empirical consistency of black MSM and gay-identified 
men having relatively higher HIV prevalence compared to non-gay-identified men. In this case, 
we can identify a unique feature of South African society that becomes occluded using 
Mahajan’s concept of foreknowledge, which is animated here through the enactment of the MSM 
category. What the undifferentiated MSM category occludes is the possibility that something 
about being gay in these samples of MSM, rather than their anatomical sex, is seemingly 
epidemiologically significant with regard to HIV and may be a more adequate construct with 
which to understand the embodied experience of HIV risk and vulnerability in this specific 
context. The MSM category was historically developed in order to understand situations and 
contexts of increased HIV risk among men who may not identify as gay. Following this, 
emphasis was placed on sexual behavior between two anatomically sexed men despite their 
social (gay, straight, bisexual, etc.) and/or gender variant identities. However, in the South 
African context, it seems that gay identity has in some way structured HIV risk in ways that men 
who have sex with men, but do not identify as gay, do not necessarily share by virtue of 
engaging in sex with other anatomically sexed men. Given the context of the gendered sex roles 
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that exist between black gay men and their sexual partners alluded to earlier, perhaps looking 
towards cultural knowledge and experiences regarding gender variance among gay-identified 
men might be more epidemiologically significant. 
Deconstructing MSM 
In order to make sense of such a predicament, and in order for epidemiological modeling 
of the HIV epidemic in South Africa to better reflect the social and sexual realities of South 
Africans on the ground, perhaps it is best to turn away from foreknowledge of HIV epidemics as 
it is enacted through the construction of the MSM category in this context. An alternative would 
be to complement epidemiological models, as Mahajan suggests, “with different types of 
sociological and cultural knowledge,” (2008). One possible approach to doing this is to engage in 
a simultaneous unmaking and remaking, of the MSM category by drawing upon ethnographic 
studies of black MSM and gay South Africans as well as the cultural meanings these individuals 
and groups elaborate about and attribute to their own lives. These ethnographic accounts detail 
the gendered aspects of gay sexual identities among groups of black South Africans who self-
identify as such. These accounts further problematize the use, and destabilize the integrity of, an 
undifferentiated MSM category in epidemiological representations of the HIV epidemic in South 
Africa. Graeme Reid’s recently published ethnography of emergent gay communities in rural 
South Africa references the preponderance of ‘ladies’ and ‘gents’ gender roles taken on by black 
gay men in these contexts (Reid 2008; 2013). Similarly, but less recently, during the last decade 
of the twentieth century, in the predominantly black township context of Soweto, Johannesburg, 
Donald Donham describes the complex process of how black, gay members of the sexual rights 
organization Gay and Lesbian Organization of the Witswatersrand (GLOW) came to think of 
themselves as being gay. He focuses on two individuals’ narratives of sexual self-understanding: 
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Jabu and Linda. Donham writes, “these two analytical dimensions, gender and sex, interrelated 
in complex ways. While she was growing up, Linda thought of herself as a girl, as did Jabu … 
Even though they had male genitalia, both were raised by their parents as girls and both 
understood themselves in this way,” (Donham 1998: 7). In Linda’s own description of his 
understanding of himself, he writes, “Before, I thought I was a woman. Now I think I'm a man, 
but it doesn't worry me anyway. Although it used to cause problems earlier,” (McLean and 
Ngcobo 1994: 162-163). In the previous passages, one might note the shifting gender referent of 
the pronouns used to describe Linda both by Linda, himself, and by Donham. As in previous 
chapters, I link this narrative to the wider cultural process and phenonmenon of “gender 
plasticity” (Chauncey 1994b). 
The phenomenon of gender plasticity takes shape here in dramatically different ways than 
is described in Chauncey’s historiography. However, it is nonetheless evinced by the shift in 
pronouns and self-understanding used to refer to a body whose anatomical sex remains constant 
despite the plasticity of its gender, depending on the cultural frame with which a individual is 
regarded within. As the narratives of informants presented in previous chapters demonstrate, this 
phenomenon continues to be prevalent among both gay- and non-gay-identified as well as 
lesbian- and non-lesbian-identified black South Africans. A particularly significant instance of 
gender plasticity and bodily classification regarding the salience of gender plasticity for this 
ethical analysis of global health knowledge production occurred during a conversation I was 
having with a self-described “straight” male Zulu friend of mine in his mid 20’s. He was 
describing one of his sexual exploits that he remembered from his college years. He was 
describing a group sex experience that he thought would be important for me to hear about for 
my research. One night while out with a male friend, he had met a woman at a club and the three 
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of them left to go back to her house. As he retold the story to me, when they arrived at her 
apartment near campus, there were three other girls there with a gay male friend. As the party 
developed, he described it to me saying, “things started getting very, very explicit whereby you 
have to take off your top, you know? And that thing led to us … now remember we were three 
guys. So let me say two guys, because that gay guy, okay, we won't count the gay guy. We were 
two guys, and actually say five ladies.”127 In this particular instance I want to draw attention to 
both the mode and context within which the gay man becomes gendered as a woman. The 
context in which the potential risk for HIV transmission is constituted in this sexual encounter is 
one determined by opposing sexual framings that contrastively interpolate this gay subject as 
alternately a man, as well as a woman. In other words, the gendered status of this subject 
changes in this sexual situation according to the specific sexual, ethical framing in which my 
friend viewed and acted towards the subject. Additionally, we can read a disjuncture between my 
friend’s and an epidemiologist’s normative interpretive framing of this sexual encounter; the gay 
man was classified as a woman by my friend, and would likely be classified as a man by an 
epidemiologist.  
Across these ethnographic examples, the emergence of the significance of non-scientific 
cultural knowledge and classification practices, through the privileging of gender, not sex, is 
demonstrated through instances of gender plasticity. Conversely and paradoxically, public health 
and biomedical researchers enact an overly simplistic privileging of the anatomical or biological 
sex of these men by grouping them with other non-differentiated groupings of MSM, whereas 
many of these “men,” as well as their families, and communities, have a much more complex, 
gendered and culturally mediated relationship to their bodies. Specifically, the complex 
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127 Interview with Bongani, 2010, Soweto, Johannesburg, South Africa 
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phenomenon of gender plasticity is effaced in predominant practices of epidemiological 
knowledge making about the HIV epidemic through the enactments of an undifferentiated MSM 
category in the South African context. 
The Ethics of PrEP in South Africa 
Close examination of the putatively homogenous, undifferentiated MSM category that 
epidemiologists and some public health researchers have been referencing and constructing in 
South Africa exposes what is actually a categorical multiplicity in this context.128 This type of 
multiplicity is represented by heterogeneity of types of MSM reflecting variations in race, class, 
behavior, sexual identity, and HIV prevalence within the ostensibly singular object being 
constructed by epidemiology and public health researchers. Through deconstructing the category, 
I demonstrated that groups of black gay men exist within social realities whereby cultural 
experiences, knowledge and processes work, sometimes antagonistically against these 
individual’s own self-identifications, to cast these anatomically sexed men simultaneously as 
socially gendered females, rendering the use of the category “MSM” problematic as many “men” 
in such groupings are, in fact, gendered as female, either by themselves or others. The 
complexity of this process should be underscored given that many black gay males have a 
contradictory and complex relationship to their anatomical sex as well as the cultural 
phenomenon of gender plasticity. At this point, however, it is useful to explore how sociocultural 
constructs and processes, which construe these men as women, or women-like, may be 
associated with biological expressions of gender among these men. In other words, such an 
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128  It should be noted that while biomedical, public health and epidemiological 
representations of MSM do differentiate types of MSM on the basis of individual behavior (i.e., 
‘receptive’ vs. ‘insertive’ sexual positions, etc.), these scientific cultural representations 
nonetheless, and perhaps unconsciously, foreground and privilege sex, not gender, when making 
evidence about the distribution and dynamics of HIV among various behaviorally-identified 
populations globally.  
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examination would inquire whether the social phenomenon of gender plasticity might result in 
biological expressions of gender, such as the feminization of HIV, whereby HIV prevalence 
estimates of these feminized black men are comparable to other groups of black women who are 
anatomically female in the South African context. 
Of the available HIV prevalence estimates available for South African MSM, only one 
reports an estimate of 33.9% specifically for gay, black MSM in Soweto, Johannesburg among a 
sample of gay black men aged 18-48, the majority of the sample being aged 18-24 (Lane 2009). I 
flag this figure as observational in nature as it would be spurious to make any generalizations 
about HIV prevalence among gay-identified black MSM on a national level based on such a non-
representative sample. Notwithstanding, it is interesting to note that the figure more closely 
resembles the national HIV prevalence estimate of 32.7% among black, anatomically female 
women, aged 20-34, than it does the national HIV prevalence estimate of 9.9% among a 
heterogeneous category, with respect to both age and race, of MSM (Shisana, et al. 2009). The 
similarity between the prevalence figures of black gay men and black women is striking, 
especially given the preponderance of ethnographic as well as cultural knowledge that troubles 
any homogenous epidemiological coding of MSM. The comparability of these figures is 
admittedly spurious, and I would not suggest making any conclusions about the shape of the HIV 
epidemic in South Africa based on such a comparison. However, as an indication of the 
problematic normative issues regarding the epidemiology of HIV among MSM in South Africa it 
is informative. It is also arguably less spurious than the practice of constructing a singular, 
ostensibly homogeneous MSM category in South Africa. This is especially so since such 
constructions are based upon foreknowledge of HIV epidemics in vastly different national 
contexts and aim to represent a singular morphology of an MSM HIV epidemic among what is 
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clearly a multiplicity of MSM groups. Rather than purport to represent the actual shape of the 
HIV epidemic with such a comparison, I make it in order to introduce a measured, yet healthy 
and necessary, skepticism and critique of the available epidemiology of HIV in South Africa. 
Given the current, patchy state of the epidemiology of HIV among MSM in this context as well 
as the highly divergent HIV prevalence estimates among various subgroups of MSM, such a 
critique is offered in the hopes of generating a more robust and reliable map of the HIV epidemic 
both among MSM and national HIV epidemics globally. 
The comparison also invites an examination of how current epidemiological modeling of 
the potential cost-effectiveness of implementing interventions like PrEP in South Africa 
conceives of MSM, or rather does not conceive of MSM, as a potential population for such an 
intervention. In a recent mathematical modeling study conducted to evaluate the cost-
effectiveness of PrEP and its impact on HIV transmission in South Africa, researchers used HIV 
incidence data from the South African national survey, and found that, “PrEP can avert as many 
as 30% of new infections in targeted age groups of women at highest risk of infection,” which 
following the national survey (Shisana 2009), they cited as women aged 25-35 (Pretorious, et al. 
2010). In this particular modeling study, the authors are interested in understanding under what 
conditions PrEP might be considered cost-effective in a generalized epidemic context, like South 
Africa, where PrEP is targeted to those who are epidemiologically considered to be “most at 
risk” for HIV. My preceding analysis demonstrates the problematic normative assumptions that 
silently animate and construct the various epidemiological “facts” about the distribution of HIV 
throughout various sections of the South African population. The problematic construction of the 
MSM category in the national survey as a selfsame, continuous object/category is paradigmatic 
in this regard. Deconstructing the MSM category and examining its complexity and multiplicity 
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suggests a critical exclusion with respect to this epidemiological modeling study.  
This is directly related to how the existing epidemiology of the homogenous category of 
MSM in South Africa creates a situation whereby black, gay MSM, who may have comparable 
HIV prevalence estimates to “most at risk” women in South Africa, are normatively excluded 
from cost-effectiveness modeling studies such as these, thereby potentially limiting their future 
access to PrEP as a pharmaceuticalized public health intervention if it were to be made available 
through the national public health system. During an interview that I had with an HIV/AIDS 
social scientist in South Africa, he confirmed this potential normative exclusion, but 
contextualized it within the context of limited national resources to distribute ARVs adequately 
to those who are already HIV-positive. His assessment of PrEP as a public health intervention 
was that it was only being conceived of as a viable prevention strategy among groups of 
heterosexual South Africans:  
The decision about PrEP in the South African context … it’s [not] likely to be made around 
PrEP and MSM. I think it will be PrEP and primarily [the] heterosexual epidemic that will be 
the driver. … The MSM populations are [epidemiologically] important in the Western Cape 
and … probably in Gauteng as well but not really anywhere else. Well we haven't looked. … 
But probably not, and therefore you know there's no reception; it's not even on the radar. The 
health department in KZN, they're not even thinking about that. They’re struggling to make 
their targets to get people on treatment. Those people who are already positive ... and how are 
they going to pay for that? I think it’s important, but in practical terms I’m not sure that we're 
going to do it.129  
The statements this researcher made about the relative contributions of MSM populations to the 
national epidemic must be interpreted within the context of the available epidemiological 
evidence, which I demonstrated as empirically problematic. Given that the evidence constructed 
around the putative singularity of an MSM population in South Africa is conceptually flawed, his 
comments bespeak the incomplete understanding of the epidemiology of HIV generally, and 
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129 Interview with HIV research scientist, 2012, Johannesburg, South Africa. 
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specifically among MSM in particular. While he deemphasizes the burden of HIV carried by 
MSM nationally, he simultaneously and paradoxically references the importance of multiple 
MSM populations to epidemics in urbanized areas of the country. The paradoxical aspects of 
how a singular MSM population is unimportant while multiple MSM populations are significant 
can be made sense of if we problematize the category’s singularity and look at what might be 
obviated by such generalizations. And while PrEP, conceived as a public health intervention 
among “high-risk populations” as opposed to a biomedical treatment for “individuals at high-risk 
for HIV,” is not currently being considered in the public health system among any populations in 
South Africa, recent studies have reported evidence supporting claims that the treatment of HIV-
positive persons is an effective form of public health HIV prevention (Bor, et al. 2013; Tanser, et 
al. 2013). One study specifically mentions that data such as these may help to provide the 
evidentiary support to spur on donors to pledge sustainable “treatment as prevention” public 
health interventions (Bor, et al. 2013). These types of arguments demonstrate the strength of the 
relationship that exists between the production of epidemiological knowledge and evidence – 
which I demonstrated above to be a cultural process that should be explicitly addressed within 
both bioethical and public health ethics frameworks – with the distribution of health resources as 
well as public health ethics principles of justice. Relating these developments to the discussion of 
the exclusion of MSM in epidemiological modeling studies, the production of epidemiological 
modeling evidence in the present, or rather the lack thereof in the case of MSM, can be 
understood as ethically problematic due to the fact that it may have a critical bearing on future 
decisions and ethical considerations regarding the implementation of PrEP.  
Multiple MSM, Multiple PrEPs 
Specifically, by referencing the cultural and ethnographic knowledge and experiences of 
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gay and gender variant, black MSM in this context, we can begin to see how the dynamics of 
gendered HIV risk among this group, might mirror the gendered HIV risk among anatomically-
sexed women in this same context. Clearly, there would need to be studies to ascertain whether 
these associations are, in fact, significant. However, the implications of ignoring these possible 
associations would risk obscuring populations, such as gay and gender variant, black MSM who 
seem to be most at risk for HIV as well as obfuscate the causes of causes that structure these 
vulnerabilities. In this case, gender plasticity may be a fundamental driver of HIV risk among 
various groups of MSM in South Africa and may not be considered or viewed as such due to 
normative biases in processes of epidemiological knowledge production. These findings may 
also be relevant in a number of other sociocultural contexts and HIV epidemics globally where 
non-normative sexual and gender variant cultures trouble epidemiological practices that 
construct behavioral risk groups including, but not necessarily limited to, MSM (Boellstorff 
2005; Cohen 2005; Morris 1994; Parker 2009).  
It must also be mentioned that if gender variance were in fact a fundamental driver of 
HIV vulnerability, this type of evidence could open onto other avenues, possibilities and 
potentialities for public health intervention as well as political and social action that would help 
mediate problematic reliance on “pharmaceuticalized” public health HIV prevention strategies, 
such as PrEP. This is particularly important given that biomedicalized approaches to HIV 
prevention create precarious situations where national health systems can become vulnerable and 
subject to the vagaries and unpredictability of global pharmaceutical market forces and biocapital 
as well the shifting mandates of international intellectual property and patent laws (Biehl 2007; 
Parker 2012; Sunder Rajan 2012). Additionally, the cost of PrEP is extremely high and many 
MSM and gay groups in, “low and medium-income countries … [lack] condom availability, … 
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education and counseling programs, … [and] nonjudgmental HIV-testing opportunities,” (Patton 
and Kim 2012: 304). For these reasons, any consideration of implementing PrEP will also have 
to consider whether, and to what degree, other, non-pharmaceutical prevention methods for 
groups of MSM have been made historically accessible to these groups. In order to conduct itself 
ethically in contexts where culturally specific social constructs – such as gender non/conformity 
among black, gay MSM in South Africa, for instance – seem to be epidemiologically significant, 
epidemiology must either incorporate the methods and theoretical orientation of the subfield of 
social epidemiology or consult other forms of cultural and ethnographic knowledge about the 
intersection of race, gender and sexuality.  
This analysis demonstrates that ethical concerns for unexamined ideological norms of 
epidemiological practice and global health knowledge production are directly related to the 
ethics of PrEP as an intervention strategy. In other words, public health ethics principles, such as 
justice, rely on the cultural biases and practices of epidemiologists and other global health 
experts. Taking the MSM category in the South African context to be multiple, this analysis 
indicates that, ethically speaking, following Rosengarten and Michael (2009b), the future 
implementation of PrEP should be multiply assessed, taking into account the multiplicitly of 
various population groups who may have divergent estimates for HIV prevalence and incidence 
and varied histories of non-pharmaceutical public health HIV interventions. In order to assess the 
ethical implementation of PrEP, with regard to key public health ethics principles, such as 
justice, epidemiological knowledge production must first address cultural difference by taking 
account of and consulting ethnographic and other cultural knowledge and experience regarding 
the lived experiences of gender and sexuality in a particular context. Taking the pre-
implementation of PrEP in South Africa as a case study, I have shown how the enactment of the 
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MSM category within public health and epidemiology collapses socially, culturally and 
epidemiologically disparate groups and communities into a homogenized risk group, thus 
resulting in distorted representations of the HIV epidemic among MSM within the South African 
epidemic.  
These processes have contributed to the epidemiologically significant possibility of the 
“erasure of the [black, gay, and feminized South African] sexual-minority person,” (Young and 
Meyer 2005). This effacement a priori entails the exclusion of such a population, in public 
health and epidemiological projections and planning regarding PrEP in South Africa. By arguing 
for the multiplicity of the MSM category in this context, I demonstrated how epidemiology 
might expand itself ethically towards incorporating the methods of the subfield of social 
epidemiology or constructs from other forms of available cultural knowledge, such as 
ethnography or cultural experience. Consulting these forms of knowledge could contribute to 
epidemiological models that are able to represent the social realities of South Africans within 
global health and epidemiological mappings of HIV. I then linked critical questions about the 
normative constitution of epidemiological knowledge and evidence and the ethical practices of 
the discipline as they relate specifically to the ethics of implementing PrEP given the particular 
case study of MSM within the context of a generalized heterosexual epidemic in South Africa. 
Examining these ethical considerations within this specific case study illustrates how disputes 
regarding the constitution of risk groups, such as MSM, could potentially reference forms of 
cultural knowledge and experience in place of the use of foreknowledge. This kind of an 
approach can enable global health experts to create more adequate representations of epidemics 
within national populations.  
This chapter has demonstrated how these scientific as well as non-scientific processes of 
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knowledge production affect the constitution of “at-risk” populations and epidemiological 
mappings of disease. In doing so, I demonstrated the bioethical and public health ethics 
considerations that will perennially arise as the ethical implications of multiple PrEPs are 
debated globally. In the following and concluding chapter, I will focus on understanding the 
perhaps unacknowledged and inadvertent aspects of symbolic and structural violence as they 
occur through the enactment of the MSM category in the context of the global MSM PrEP trial. 
Taking the present analysis as a point of departure for this discussion, the next chapter will focus 
on understanding how symbolic violence is enacted by the knowledge production practices of the 
trial. Drawing on my ethnographic critique of how the MSM category has been enacted in this 
context, I will also explore the aspects of structural violence that are unconsciously authorized 
and legitimated through the symbolic violence enacted by global health knowledge production 
practices and discourses. The following chapter will also use an analysis of symbolic and 
structural violence to explore how questions that I have examined at the intersections of sexual 
ideology and sexual science might provide an avenue towards thinking what an ethical paradigm 





All these hierarchies of sexual value—religious, psychiatric, and popular—
function in much the same ways as do ideological systems of racism, 
ethnocentrism, and religious chauvinism. They rationalize the well-being of the 
sexually privileged and the adversity of the sexual rabble. 
Gayle Rubin, Thinking Sex 
 
This dissertation reinterprets existing anthropology of gender and sexuality as well as 
ethnicity, thus demonstratiung how an analysis of any of these forms of social difference on its 
own is incomplete without including an analysis of how they influence one another. As such, to 
Rubin’s (Rubin 1999[1984]) assertion in her now-classic work that sexual ideologies are similar 
to racial and ethnic ideologies, I would add that all these ideologies are intertwined. An analysis 
of one without consideration for the others is incomplete. Given the long history of state-
sponsored racial and ethnic violence, not to mention the enduring gender inequalities, post-
apartheid South Africa provides a compelling context for addressing such layered ideologies. 
The country’s intersecting forms of difference work to condition new forms of social and 
economic inequality. As I have argued in this dissertation, South Africans use gender and 
sexuality as raw materials for rearticulating difference and addressing social inequalities in the 
post-apartheid era. At the same time, new forms of ethnic identification are also shaping post-
apartheid gender and sociosexual realities. 
As Jean and John Comaroff demonstrate, sociocultural dynamics in South Africa are 
shaped by global forces, and vice versa. Local politics in the global South increasingly 
foreshadow political processes taking shape in the global North; thus, they argue that theory 
must be built from the South (Comaroff and Comaroff 2011). Following their argument, this 
dissertation examines processes in the global South in order to contribute to the literature and 
theory on gender and sexuality, but also on the reemergence of ethnic identity politics. By 
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focusing on the perspectives of those who exist at the margins of both liberal and ethnic sexual 
ideologies, it becomes clear that existing scholarship on gender and sexuality presumes that 
LGBTQ and gender nonconforming individuals can only enact and politicize their composite 
sexual subjectivities within a liberal field of gender and sexual meaning (Botha and Cameron 
1997; Cameron 1993; Cameron 1994; Currier 2012b; Gevisser and Cameron 1994; Hoad 2007; 
Hoad 2011; Hoad, et al. 2005; Morgan and Reid 2003; Posel 2004; Posel 2005a; Posel 2005b; 
Reid 2013; Swarr 2012). As Neville Hoad has argued (2011), existing gender and sexuality 
scholarship in South Africa has been heavily influenced by Rubin’s Thinking Sex. One effect of 
the predominant influence of this aspect of Rubin’s oeuvre has been that the gender dynamics of 
ethnic sexual ideologies are largely ignored in scholarly discourse, LGBTQ activism, and health 
research. This is due to the way in which Thinking Sex relies implicitly on a theory of 
paradigmatic rupture with regard to the transition between gender and sexuality paradigms. 
For instance, Graeme Reid’s work exemplifies this literature by arguing that South 
African (homo)sexualities are superimposed upon “pre-existing gender systems” (2013:21). 
Reid’s work follows an underlying presupposition in literature on South Africa that emergent 
sexual paradigms supersede previous gender paradigms and thus take over the organization of 
desires and reconfigure actors’ social relations. South African gender and sexuality scholarship 
represents these shifts as ruptures, or epistemic breaks, from preexisting modes of life. This 
dissertation has tried to show that such models of supersession and rupture do not reflect the 
lived experience of many LGBTQ and gender nonconforming South Africans. Even when other 
studies acknowledge the existence of these preexisting modes of life, they neglect to examine 
how these paradigms persist in the present and are coeval with emergent sexual paradigms, thus 
influencing the shape that these new patterns take with respect to racial and ethnic difference. 
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The continued influence of ethnic sexual ideologies in South Africa has certainly been 
acknowledged (Reid 2010). However, such studies focus on the cultural conflicts that arise from 
a highly charged and overly simplified space of activism and politics where the strategic moves 
of elite traditional leaders and LGBTQ activists represent polarized and incommensurable 
opposition. In some of these accounts, traditional leaders are represented as holding a backward 
and anachronistic set of values. Conservative traditionalist discourses—often assumed by 
activists to be sexist and homophobic—do not square with the Constitution, despite its 
inscription of cultural rights, because of the conflict between rights to culture and rights based on 
gender and sexual orientation. However, casting these viewpoints as anachronistic risks 
recapitulating problematic evolutionary thinking. These polemic accounts also fail to detect how, 
in everyday contexts, LGBTQ and gender nonconforming South Africans are reengaging with 
fields of customary meaning to rearticulate both customary and liberal spheres of cultural 
existence. These individuals are not working within the LGBTQ activist sector in civil society, 
so they are producing still other gender and sexual identities at the margins of both liberal and 
ethnic sexual ideologies. As my analyses of their narratives show, Xhosa gay men, for instance, 
were able to renegotiate social boundaries by undergoing traditional circumcision rites, acts that 
enable them simultaneously to assert gay, male, and Xhosa identities. 
It is clear, then, that lived experiences of LGBTQ and gender nonconforming men and 
women in South Africa regularly shift between liberal and customary registers. However, the 
liberal discourses that continue to drive global health initiatives in South Africa foreground 
sexuality and deemphasize the gender dynamics of ethnic ideologies. This disjuncture is most 
evident when one compares everyday experience and HIV science. As I demonstrate in chapters 
5 and 6, global health and HIV science projects in South Africa acknowledge only a liberal 
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sexual ideology. As a consequence of this, black gay men were seen by researchers as a group 
with risk for HIV infection high enough to be enrolled in the trial to demonstrate the efficacy of 
PrEP yet, paradoxically, exclude this same group from those who should have access to PrEP 
within the South African public health system. In Chapter 6 I demonstrate how this seemingly 
paradoxical logic works: ignoring the influence of ethnic gender ideologies results in inadequate 
mappings of biomedical risks for HIV among populations of men who have sex with men. My 
efforts to assert the prominence of polyvalent understandings of sexuality and gender among 
LGBTQ and gender nonconforming South Africans are intended ultimately to provide a more 
nuanced perspective on how to think about sex, gender, and sexuality in South Africa within 
global health research. Without this perspective, the situation I have described where black gay 
men’s bodies are suitable for biomedical experimentation, but not for intervention, seems 
completely rational from a biomedicalized global health perspective.  
Beyond the context of South Africa, this dissertation contributes to the anthropology of 
gender and sexuality by reinterpreting foundational scholarly texts. I relate this reinterpretation 
to the ways in which ethnicity influences the study of gender and sexuality. The sexual and 
ethnic ideologies that Rubin (1999[1984]) keeps analytically distinct in Thinking Sex are actually 
interrelated with one another and cannot be analyzed separately. A number of anthropologists 
have examined gender and sexuality from an intersectional perspective on social difference 
(Allen 2011; Boellstorff 2005; Morris 1994; Parker 1991; Parker 1999). Other anthropologists 
have used a materialist and symbolic (Altusserian) ideology framework (Comaroff and Comaroff 
1991; Comaroff and Comaroff 2009; Meiu 2009), as opposed to ideology theory that focuses on 
the symbolic aspects of ideology (Geertzian). This is the first study to my knowledge that has 
tried to combine these perspectives within the subfield of queer anthropology. Rubin’s work 
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foreshadows the need to understand how economic realities are related to the symbolic aspects of 
sexual ideology. This dissertation shows how the liberal sexual ideology in South Africa was 
made up of a hierarchy of sexual value, or “charmed circle,” different from the hierarchies of 
ethnic sexual ideologies. Value, in Rubin’s text, refers to qualitatively different meanings 
accorded to various sexual subject positions in a given sexual ideology. This concept of sexual 
ideology refers to contests over sexual meaning in only one hierarchy of sexual value (i.e., the 
renegotiation of the “charmed circle” of sexual privilege). The sexual hegemony that Rubin maps 
is that of the emergent neoliberal sexual ideology in the United States during the 1980s. I agree 
with the central argument of Thinking Sex, which stakes out a space for the analytical study of 
sexuality. However, the text’s other implicit premise—that there is only one hierarchy of sexual 
value in a society—is untenable, particularly in a place like South Africa. In chapters 2, 3, 4 and 
5, I demonstrated that multiple hierarchies have emerged due to the coexistence of liberal and 
ethnic sexual ideologies. 
Through the development of an Althusserian conceptualization of sexual ideology, I also 
argued that it is necessary to analyze both the material and symbolic aspects of what I term 
sexual ideologies. These ideologies include presumptions about the normative relation between 
sex, gender and sexuality. Rubin argues that symbolic dynamics “rationalize the well-being of 
the sexually privileged and the adversity of the sexual rabble” (1999[1984]:152). However, she 
fails to examine the process through which this rationalization occurs. In chapters 5 and 6, I 
explore how global health and HIV scientists’ knowledge-production practices result in material 
effects in the form of health resource inequalities. When these experts mobilize liberal sexual 
ideologies, they rationalize the suppression of ethnic gender ideologies—despite the continued 
influence that ethnicity has in the lives of the “sexual rabble” in South Africa. When global 
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health experts ignore the influence of ethnicity, they use national HIV surveys with collapsed, 
multiracial categorizations of men who have sex with men, a process which paradoxically creates 
new racial health disparities among gay black men. I have therefore extended Rubin’s work by 
teasing out the explicit material dimension of sexual ideologies. I did this by mapping how 
liberal sexual ideologies influence the production of global health knowledge and the material 
distribution of health resources and medical interventions. 
The theory of historical rupture between what Rubin calls “kinship-based” gender 
systems and “modern” systems of sexuality (1999[1984]:149) lies at the heart of Thinking Sex 
and other queer anthropology studies that use it as a touchstone (Parker 1991) (Reid 2013). 
Parker (1999) and Kulick (1998), both working in Brazil, problematize the idea—now present in 
much sexuality and gender scholarship globally during the past three decades—of this 
paradigmatic rupture. They demonstrate how the Brazilian gender binary is based largely upon 
sexuality in Brazil. In so doing, they reveal the limitations of Foucauldian theory outside 
Northern Euro-American contexts. This dissertation draws inspiration from these studies by 
arguing for the importance of building an understanding of how multiple fields of cultural 
meaning regarding sexuality and gender coexist and are interrelated. Whereas Rubin’s Thinking 
Sex stakes out a space for an analytical focus on sexuality, her essay “The Traffic in Women” 
remains focused on the relation of gender and sex. It famously develops the concept known as a 
“sex/gender system” (1975:159), which I used to understand how gender apparatuses work 
across different cultural contexts in South Africa. By integrating both of Rubin’s key texts on 
gender and sexuality and combining them with ideology theory, I have extended Rubin’s 
(1999[1984]) and, in turn, Chauncey’s (1994b) groundbreaking theorizations about sexual 
ideology in order to integrate these conceptualizations with recent scholarship on the 
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anthropology of ethnicity (Chatterjee 2004; Comaroff and Comaroff 2009; Mamdani 1996; 
White 2012). 
In turn, the rupture model does not account for forms of composite sexual subjectivity 
and juxtaposed gendered personhood in societies like South Africa. I follow Morris (1994), 
Parker (1999), and Sedgwick (1994; 1999; 2008[1990]), in questioning the theory of 
paradigmatic rupture (Foucault 1990 [1978]; Halperin 1989). In all societies, gender and 
sexuality are produced in “spaces of overlapping, contradictory, and conflictual definitional 
forces” (Sedgwick 2008[1990]). Theories of paradigmatic rupture presuppose the supersession 
and invalidation of the preceding order; given the information I have presented, rupture 
frameworks are therefore inadequate. Rather than thinking that one paradigm supersedes another, 
the notion of paradigmatic coexistence is more representative of everyday life. Focusing on the 
coexistence of multiple paradigms allows an examination of the power differentials between 
competing sexual ideologies and the silences and suppressions they inevitably produce. In the 
case of South Africa, the contradiction inscribed within the Constitution between sexual and 
cultural rights plays out between LGBTQ South Africans and traditional leaders on many public 
platforms. That contradiction crystalized on the global stage during the televised spectacle of the 
BBC World Debate. All the elite protagonists in the round table of this debate position 
themselves as either as “traditional” or “modern,” thus following early Foucauldian studies of 
sexuality (Chauncey 1982; Halperin 1989; Weeks 1981). Where the silenced margins of sexual 
ideologies are seen most clearly is in their composite, coexistent reality, as we find in the 
ethnographic vignettes throughout the preceding chapters. 
Lastly, this study provides new insight into the anthropological literature on ethnicity in 
postcolonial contexts (Chatterjee 2004; Comaroff and Comaroff 2009; Stoler 2002; Stoler 2008), 
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particularly among indigenous populations. Much of the work on the intersection of ethnicity and 
sexuality in other contexts has primarily focused on ethnicity in the context of the dominant 
groups of settler societies (Padilla 2007; Parker 1991). These studies focus largely on 
Hispanic/Iberian populations to the exclusion of experiences of the African diaspora in Latin 
America. This has precluded an analysis of how ethnicity among groups who identify as 
indigenously African influences gender and sexuality. In this regard, the present study is one of 
the few studies that has examined the convergence of ethnicity with gender and sexuality among 
indigenous populations in Africa (for one other example, see Meiu 2009). Previous work on 
ethnicity in post-apartheid South Africa has explored how ethnic experience has been largely an 
anathema to liberal sensibilities in civil society (Comaroff 2011; Comaroff and Comaroff 2003; 
Reid 2010; Reid 2013). These studies have thus far focused on conservative traditionalist 
discourses that have made claims to limit rights based on gender and sexual orientation through 
recourse to claims of cultural sovereignty and to invocations of customary law. A perhaps 
unintended result of these studies is that my analyses presented in this dissertation, particularly in 
chapters 2, 3, and 4, demonstrate there are differences between the meaning of “customary” 
among traditional leaders (who reference customary law) and everyday South Africans. This 
dissertation exposes the way that ethnicity and sexuality  are each culturally specific. For 
instance, Xhosa- and Sotho-speaking peoples have norms regarding male circumcision whereas 
Zulu-speakers do not. Therefore, how LGBTQ sexualities and gender nonconformity will be 
experienced through the prism of ethnic experience will vary significantly across South African 
society. These differences open up space for everyday understanding among South Africans, in 
turn, are able to constitute LGBTQ sexualities within the wide range of customary meaning and 
quotidian praxis. Gay Xhosa-speaking men, as we saw in chapter 3, inhabit customary practices 
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like traditional male circumcision; likewise, lesbian informants in chapter 4 voiced the 
comported vernacular of Zulu gender identities. 
By examining how these LGBTQ and gender nonconforming South Africans rearticulate 
the boundaries of ethnicity, gender, and (homo)sexuality, this study contributes to new studies of 
ethnic identity. John and Jean Comaroff (2009) and Hylton White (2012) have argued that 
ethnicity in post-apartheid South Africa is increasingly constituted around forms of 
individualism and regimes of privacy. For instance, White argues, “in Zumania [i.e., the populist 
fervor over Jacob Zuma’s 2009 presidential campaign], the love of self and the love of the state 
were intimately joined” (2012:424). This statement sets the context for White’s examination of 
how the poorest South Africans living in rural areas of KwaZulu-Natal are drawn to President 
Zuma despite no apparent improvements to their material lives under his administration. White 
argues that the personalized ways in which Zuma speaks of his ethnic attachment in the public 
sphere—always speaking of “my Zulu culture,” not colonial-era forms of ethnicity like the 
collective “we Zulus”—is paradigmatic of how some South Africans have come to experience 
ethnicity in post-apartheid life. He describes how almost all South Africans he met in rural 
KwaZulu-Natal displayed African National Congress campaign key chains that featured his 
image. The keys on these chains unlocked his informants’ highly personal and private 
possessions (e.g., cars, hope chests, bedroom paraphernalia, etc.) and thus demonstrated the 
materialization of the cultural shift in ethnic attachment. White describes this as a diffuse form of 
individualistic ethnic attachment:  “Think of this scene reiterated across great swathes of the 
country. Zuma’s ethnic body was being made the guardian emblem of a vast apparatus of 
privacy. The governing sign on innumerable keys protecting tiny private spaces and the things, 
hopes, and fantasies locked up in them” (White 2012:413).  
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Following White, in Chapters 3 and 4, I explored the intimate ways in which Xhosa- and 
Zulu-speaking South Africans negotiated composite sexual subjectivities. Mavuso, Lwazi, and 
Siphos’ narratives all demonstrate the personal and private forms of ethnic attachment among 
their close friends and affinal relations. Beyond White’s acknowledgment that the forms that 
these ethnic intimacies assume (i.e., key chains that proclaim ethnic affiliation), Mavuso, Lwazi 
and Sipho also made the content of these intimacies public by displaying their sexualities and 
desires through viewable practices. It is these intimate versus public aspects of post-apartheid 
ethnicity that seem to conflict with highly publicized and dominant performances about sex and 
gender during the BBC World Debate.  
Other studies of ethnicity in South Africa demonstrate that the transition to new sorts of 
ethnic identifications coexist and compete with colonial forms of the same. (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 2009; White 2012). This study extends these analyses by exploring how both forms of 
ethnic identity are inextricably linked to contests over the cultural authenticity of LGBTQ 
sexualities and gender nonconformity. This work follows a long tradition of anthropological 
work that notes the shifting role of ethnicity within African political and cultural life in urban 
contexts (Epstein 1981; Hansen 1984; Meyer 1962; Powdermaker 1962). Without understanding 
how sexual ideologies influence the power relations between actors who reference new and old 
forms of ethnic attachment, an analysis of ethnicity in the South African context is incomplete. 
The observations and narratives presented here demonstrate that gender and sexuality must be 
considered explicitly in order to understand how South Africans in everyday contexts renegotiate 
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